This is a preprint of an article submitted for consideration in the Critique © [2009] [copyright Taylor & Francis]; Critique is available online at informaworldTM: http://www.informaworld.com/smpp/title~content=t741801732
Marx, the Proletariat, and the ‘Will to Socialism’*

* This article has endured a lengthy and rather fraught gestation. My thanks to Victoria Lill and R. F. Foster for keeping faith. Mike MacNair made very helpful suggestions. All the usual caveats apply.

Marc Mulholland
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Introduction

The tendency amongst scholars has been to argue that Karl Marx (1818-1883) began as a philosopher seeking a return of man to his own ‘species being’. As a consequence of this a priori philosophical position, he adopted socialism as a means. As a consequence of his socialism, he pressed the proletariat into service as the agent of emancipation; not, indeed, due to the empirical qualities of the working-class, but because of its assumed correspondence, when idealised in thought, with certain philosophical abstractions. There has been widespread agreement in rejecting as intellectually incoherent, on the grounds of its supposed origins in mysticism, Marx’s identification of the proletariat as ‘instinctively’ socialist.
 Beyond curt dismissal, the subject of why Marx thought the working-class would tend towards socialism has attracted strangely little attention.
 For academics who still see merit in Marxism, the tendency now is to value Marx primarily for his ‘humanist’ ideals, to be more sceptical about his socialism, and to dismiss altogether his championing of proletarian self-emancipation as wrong-headed. Preferred agencies for progressive social change have ranged from ‘new social movements’ to American warplanes.

Marx, in fact, was not so original in his definition of the fundamental problems of human existence. He grappled with a paradox of the human condition that has ever exercised philosophers of every stripe. This is the problem of how the individual relates to the world. At an abstract level, philosophers have for centuries debated the relative merits of an idealism, in which the world is, at the level of effect, a creation of individual consciousness (being otherwise unknowable), or a materialism, in which the  individual subject is nothing other than the artefact of structures. A little less abstractly, the philosophical concept of the utterly self-sufficient individual is problematic because it posits a person less than human, in that he or she lacks the social intercourse and purposeful activity that allows for self-definition. On the other hand, there are evident difficulties with the notion of an individual utterly dependent upon and defined by environment, because he or she would then be the product of an infinity of external forces that deny self-will and autonomy. So how might these poles be balanced? At a more concrete level again, political and social thinkers, and no doubt most ordinary people in the course of their daily activities, pondered the optimum balance to be struck for the purposes of human satisfaction between individual self-reliance and social engagement. From antiquity, political philosophy has moved in these grooves.

The Individual and Totality: Aristotle to Hegel

Aristotle (384 BCE-322 BCE) offered a resolution to the problem by arguing that society is prior to the individual. Because man is a political animal (zoon politikon), it is only in society that true individuality can be realised. There is, therefore, no real antithesis between individual and society. Social Contractarians, however, argued that the individual and society are indeed in antithesis and need to be reconciled. Only insofar as the individual has fixed a definite relationship with society is he or she able to define a sphere of private freedom. For Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679), obedience to a unitary sovereign power at least makes it clear to the individual what is forbidden and therefore what is permitted. Submission to a single sovereign exercising command over the constituent individuals of society is preferable to jostling with innumerable wills. John Locke (1632-1704) accepted this idea of a Social Contract, but theorised a right to revolution against the state power based upon the conviction that certain private interests, notably relating to property, are inviolable. This reinforced the idea that individuals are protected from society, rather than realised in it. Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778) insisted, however, that attempting to preserve a ‘private’ individual will against public society only serves to deform both spheres, the private will being rendered narrowly egoistic and cramped and the public power domineering and self-serving.  While agreeing with Aristotle that only civic engagement could realise the individual in society, Rousseau did not share his confidence that beneficent political society emerges as a natural extension of human association. Rather, a specific form of Social Contract, in which individuals swap natural rights of self-determination for civil rights of equality before acceptable law, will have to be founded and maintained against the tides of history.

Georg Hegel (1770-1831) was unwilling to concede that private freedom and human history were so at odds. Instead, for Hegel the historical process unfolds as a pendular motion between epochs and regional cultures, highlighting either freedom in the private sphere or participation in society. Overtime, the two poles converge, combining in the nineteenth century into a cohering whole in which emancipated private interest, most evident in the market economy, is nurtured and harnessed by the rational bureaucratic state.

The development of a modern market based society, thus, seemed to offer hope of a new foundation for the relating of individual and totality. Commercialisation – the tendency for the accoutrements of life to become universally available through exchange – brought the individual into unlimited engagement with society and nature. This commercialism washes away the ramparts of estate, caste and guild that segment human community. The division of labour arising from market relations also fosters self-willed individual endeavour and the voluntarist associationalism of ‘civil society’. Because the modern state benefits from the economic dynamism of civil society, to which it is increasingly tied by credit and the taxation of commodities, it offers a rational and protective framework, which in turn imparts coherence and elevated moral purpose to the community of individuals. Modern society thus tends towards a realisation of individual human freedom through a self-conscious (because rationally ordered by the state) collective will.

Hegel’s Critics and Marx

The next generation of ‘Young Hegelians’ (Bruno Bauer, Ludwig Feuerbach, Arnold Ruge, and others) criticised their Master’s indulgence of the modern bureaucracy as the embodiment of reason. A truly rational state in symbiosis with individual freedom, they argued, requires that the government and its bureaucracy be subordinate to civil society, not in command of it, and this in turn requires thoroughgoing constitutionalism, parliamentarianism and the civil liberties of association, press and so on. Their ideal was the abolition of a bureaucratic and military structure distinct from civil society (any self-respecting liberal, in those days, preferred a citizens’ militia to the standing army).

More fundamentally, there were many radicals who doubted whether bourgeois civil society really is the holy grail combining individual freedom and collective rationality. The commercial economy facilitates personal interdependence, to be sure, but in a manner that sets buyer against seller. Individuals are cast adrift on currents of market forces, which in turn are apparently beyond any human control at all. Admittedly, ownership of capital allows the wealthy at least a sturdy craft with which to ride out the storms. The new working-class, or proletariat, however, are entirely without sustaining property and utterly exposed to risk and calamity. In many respects, therefore, it seemed that the individual and society were far from reconciling - as Hegel specifically, and liberals generally, thought - but were in fact being counterposed as never before.

To counter the crushing of human volition in civil society, these socialists demanded security of living for everyone as of right. There was a proliferation of ‘utopian’ socialists in the decades after the Restoration of 1815: Robert Owen, Etienne Cabet, Henri de Saint-Simon, Louis Blanc and so on. They developed models designed to reconcile the individual and society by bringing that society under rational control. Utopian socialists were especially interested in how wage labour, characteristically so insecure, could be fixed into a stable, moralising form of property. Charles Fourier (1772-1837), for example, believed that production and society can be moulded around human capacities and wants. His projected cooperatives of wage-workers combined the best of two worlds: security of property as characteristic of petty-production, with the creative scope made possible by the cooperation which necessarily characterises large-scale production. Central to all socialist schemes was the ambition to emancipate individuals from the impersonal power of markets. Usually, cooperative production was proposed as the means. The guiding principle was that of individual fulfilment flourishing in a social context re-ordered to replace competition with cooperation, erasing oppression and insecurity.

Marx developed his ideas in this context. His frequent musings on ‘alienation’ (Entfremdung), so evident in his early work and frequently remarked upon, is testament to his concern with the manner in which the individual, though practically dependent upon society, nevertheless feels victimised and helpless in the face of apparently insurmountable economic forces. As we have seen, details aside, this was in no way a concern unique to Marx. Neither was his solution, in the abstract, so unique. He projected, in 1842, ‘people’s self-representation’ so that the ‘intelligence of the people … pervades the whole of nature with spiritual nerves’. The ‘unfree object’ thus becomes a ‘free human being.’
 This was a typically Hegelian formulation of a fairly well known solution to the individual / society duality: individuals, through voluntary participation in the general will, realise themselves through rather than against society.

Marx by 1843, however, had come firmly to believe that neither Hegel’s rational bureaucratic state nor bourgeois civil society were adequate to the task of ending the alienation of individual from society. He concluded that the state cannot disinterestedly represent human universality, because government bureaucracy inevitably looks upon the state as its ‘private property’.
 Members of civil society, similarly, are embroiled in ‘natural necessity, need and private interest, the preservation of their property and their egoistic selves.’
 Arising directly out of these reflections, Marx adopted the position of the socialists that the greatest barrier to ‘the rule of man’ over himself is ‘rule by private property’.
 He had broadly accepted, therefore, by September 1843, that the utopian socialists posited a social solution, and he was convinced that private property in the means of production is pernicious, but he despaired of their failure to engage with the political dimension. His concern seemed to be with the apparent lack of a suitable subjective agency. ‘We want to have an effect on our contemporaries’, he protested plaintively; how does one get ‘a large party interested in a practical way’?

Socialists and the Proletariat: Babeuf to Tristan

Socialists did have answer of sorts. They were inclined to look upon the propertyless as the natural opponents of the tyranny of private property. Most were influenced by the example of Gracchus Babeuf’s plotting during the French Revolution. In France, under the extreme pressures of Revolutionary radicalisation, a species of socialist hostility to private property had emerged in the ‘Conspiracy of Equals’. Its leader, Babeuf, executed in 1797, argued that because the economic crisis of France in the 1790s had swollen the propertyless, there had adventitiously arisen an opportunity to challenge the despotism of private property itself:

Far from our being able to say that this fatal institution has roots too deep to be extirpated, at this time when the abuse of the right of property has been carried to the final extremity, it seems to me on the contrary that it is losing most of its fibres … Create a host of propertyless men, abandon them to the consuming selfishness of a handful of invaders, and the roots of the fatal institution of property cease to be ineradicable. Soon the dispossessed will consider the matter of their own accord, and will recognise … that ‘the fruit of the earth belongs to everyone and the earth to no one.’
 

‘Propertyless men’ were somewhat anomalous in the 1790s, when most direct producers still expected to possess small farms or accoutrements of a productive trade. Large-scale propertylessness had been a product of conjunctural economic dislocation. Babeuf’s ideas, however - as transmitted to revolutionary circles Europe-wide by his surviving comrade, Philippe Buonarroti, in the 1820s and 1830s - became more rather than less relevant in the generations after 1797. There had indeed long existed a class of propertyless workers - a proletariat - both immured in poverty and outside traditional patterns of patronage and deference. But by the nineteenth century, as society became commercialised, the labour of a propertyless proletariat was moving from the margins and becoming an increasingly vital factor of production. Artisans still dominated in numbers, prestige and social leadership of the working classes. Artisanal work, however, was itself being proletarianised, in that journeymen were no longer very likely to become master-craftsmen themselves. The German Communist circles in which Marx and Engels moved clearly saw proletarianisation as a process transforming the entire labour force. As Karl Schapper put it, with rather hopeful inclusiveness, shortly before the writing of the Communist Manifesto (1848):

In present-day society proletarians are all those who cannot live on their capital … and even if the small bourgeoisie still possesses some property, yet it is obviously approaching with giant strides the condition which will wholly put it on a par with the rest of the proletarians. Therefore we can already count it in our ranks, for it has as great an interest in guarding against a condition of complete propertylessness as we have to emerge from that condition. Let us unite, therefore, and both sectors can be helped.

The process of proletarianisation was widely remarked upon by the 1840s. One anonymous German commentator in 1844 wrote: 

A proletarian is a person who is able and willing to work, who is in need of work or the regular proceeds of the same, as opportunity offers. Therefore a proletarian at present does not need to starve, but he cannot help being in constant danger of reverting to poverty when times are bad. He earns so little that he never saves a penny: he lives from hand to mouth and what he earns today he spends today. The life of a proletarian is thus a life and death struggle against hunger. … the proletarian is aware of his situation. That is why he is fundamentally different from the pauper, who accepts his fate as divine providence and demands nothing more than alms and an idle life. The proletarian realised straight away that he was in a situation that was intolerable and unjust: he thought about it and felt a longing for ownership.

What this ‘longing for ownership’ meant had been brilliantly expounded on by the French socialist, Flora Tristan (1803-1844), in 1843. In a major conceptual breakthrough, she concisely theorised the political consequences of proletarian property:

… for the poor worker who possesses neither land nor houses, nor capital, nor absolutely anything except his arms, the rights of man and citizen are of no value (and in this case they even become for him a bitter mockery), if first one does not recognize his right to live, and, for the worker, the right to live is the right to work, the only one that can give him the possibility of eating, and consequently of living. 

… What, in fact, does the working class demand? …

Its own property, the only one that it can ever possess, is its arms. Yes, its arms! They are its patrimony, its unique wealth! Its arms  are the only instruments of labour in its possession. They therefore constitute its property …

… for the working class to be secure and guaranteed in the enjoyment of its property …  the free use and guarantee of that property must be recognized in principle (and also in reality). Now the actual free use of this property would consist, for the working class, in being able to make use of its arms, whenever and however it wished, and to make this possible it must possess the right to work. And as for the guarantee of this property, it consists of a wise and equitable ORGANIZATION OF LABOUR.

The working class has therefore two important claims to make: (1) THE RIGHT TO WORK; (2) THE ORGANIZATION OF LABOUR. …

Workers, you see the situation. If you want to save yourselves, you have only one means: you must UNITE.

Tristan’s point was that the modern working class, being without property other than the capacity of labour, can only survive if gainful employment is available, and only rational organisation countering market vagaries can secure against ruinous and repeated interruptions to employment.

Marx in 1844: Discovering the Proletariat

Marx approached the problem from a more rarefied perspective than did Tristan, and never offers the reader quite so pellucid a statement. (He knew of Tristan’s Union ouvrière document, which predates his conversion to championing proletarian agency, but its precise influence is unknown). Marx addressed his subject from the stand-point of the great tradition of philosophy. To tackle the practical problem of the individual’s relationship to society, as he perceived it, Marx positioned himself philosophically between the poles of idealism and materialism. He did this by arguing that while individuals struggle to impose themselves on their environment (both nature and other people) in so doing they integrate with the environment which in turn becomes formative of them. For Marx, the ‘relating’ of the individual to his or her environment is a psychological act of self-construction, not simply utilitarian interaction. In the Theses On Feuerbach (1845), Marx defined ‘relation’ as an activity generating subjectivity - as praxis.
 As he put it later, engaging with the environment in a manner that sustains existence (what Marx refers to as ‘the natural conditions of labour’) creates ‘objective elements of the personality of the individual.’
 So, engagement with the world composes ‘the inorganic nature of the living individual’.

Marx always began with the socialised individual, not a ‘class’ in the abstract.
 This is apparent in his 1844 work, Comments on James Mill. Here he considered it natural for humans to consider themselves as individuals – not as classes or humanity in the abstract. They interact with others on the basis of ego, not of self-abnegation. Only in interaction, however, are individual egos realised and exercised. Individual man, thus, is social man.
 Marx explicitly concurred with English political economy that egotistic man in class society strives towards the acquisition of property. This is not so as to retreat in on himself, but to assert his individuality in the face of others, in society.

It was this approach that informed Marx’s treatment of the proletariat. Praxis and the desire to secure property was key to his theory of proletarian receptiveness to socialism. In  the 1844 Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right, Marx for the first time  nominated the proletariat as a class which would be  gripped by socialism ‘ad hominem’ (used in the nineteenth century sense as appealing to subjective inclination rather than instilled pedagogically).
 The proletarian, he argued (in none too clear language) is most likely to share the socialists’ demand for ‘the negation of private property’ precisely because he or she already is already without private property, so puts no value in it as a bulwark against fate.

Marx explored subjectivity further in his private ‘Social and Economic Manuscripts’, written for self-clarification in Paris in 1844. Here he made the point that individuals desire security, and thus a sense of self-reliance:

A being only considers himself independent when he stands on his own feet; and he only stands on his own feet when he owes his existence to himself. A man who lives by the grace of another regards himself as a dependent being.

However, self-reliance still means interacting with the world. How an individual relates to environment is conditioned by the conditions of existence particular to his or her class. These will vary between, say, a direct producer working the land, or a merchant trading between towns. 

When Marx discussed the proletariat in these Paris manuscripts, he located individual proletarian psychology in the socially defined coordinates of their making a living. The proletarian attitude to property pre-dated developed capitalism, Marx argued, because it is inherent in conditions of existence rather than deriving (as with the socialist intellectuals) from a diagnosis of contemporary society’s ills and potential. ‘Primitive’ communist drives, he proposed, ‘can find expression in this first form even without the advanced development of private property (as in ancient Rome, Turkey, etc.).’ Members of the proletariat do not object to egotistic possession as such, only to their inability to secure for themselves private property under prevailing conditions: ‘For it the sole purpose of life and existence is direct, physical possession.’ The proletariat seeks as an alternative not the abolition of  private property, but its collective appropriation as ‘universal private property.’
 Marx, in this case, was so concerned to ground class instinct in prosaic reality rather than sentimentality that he flagrantly stripped it of any rhetorical grandeur by equating such primitive communism to the harem.

Society as harem is clearly a barbaric state of affairs, and hardly a program for progressive change. The resources of modernity and democratic political organisation, no doubt, would attenuate crude communist instincts. It was not the case, however, that Marx considered the modern proletariat to be driven by fundamentally purer motives. The vulgar mode of proletarian collectivism is ‘the actual phase necessary for the next stage of historical development in the process of human emancipation and rehabilitation. … the necessary form and the dynamic principle of the immediate future.’ So, the reconciliation of individual and society is not prefigured in the purity of proletarian souls. Workers, in seeking possession for themselves, will certainly dispossess the exploiting minority, but they will not be motivated by a selfless desire to create a society providing for all on the basis of need. Instead, a new title to property will be asserted (the labour and needs of the worker) which in its own way will be as defensive and egoistic as the private property it replaces. This, Marx insisted, is ‘not the goal of human development, the form of human society.’
 However, the exigencies of collective ownership of the means of production, the only practicable manner in which workers can assert command over their own property of labour, will necessarily erode the antagonism between individual and society, as mutual reliance between citizens is openly confronted and admitted.

In these Paris manuscripts, Marx admitted that even as productive private property is concentrated in fewer hands under capitalism, and as such the ground is being prepared for a liberation of individuality from the travails of private property, there is nevertheless a countertendency towards the spread of what we might anachronistically call consumerism. This implies that the proletarian class instinct need not work through to an idealisation of collective ownership. The worker might seek quasi-proprietorial right through control of the means of consumption, rather than of production, seeking a personal grip on money, particularly in wage form. Marx himself admitted the magnetic power of money, which potentially universalised possession. Money, when accessible by all classes even in unequal measure, is in theory capable of giving each individual that sense of independence which Marx identified with true emancipation. This had profound implications. ‘[T]he need for money is’, Marx argued, ‘the true need produced by the [capitalist] economic system’.
 Money, ‘possessing the property of buying everything’ allows the individual to partake in all the traded goods of society without submitting to collective social solidarity.

There are various ways in which the worker might try to secure access to money wages. He or she might strike for higher wages, or operate a closed shop, or take a job as scab labour, or agitate for employer or state guaranteed social provision, or invest in the acquisition of relatively scarce marketable skills, or even purchase access to non-wage wealth. This may look like a shaky alternative to actual self-sufficiency and no doubt, compared to direct proprietorship of the means of personal subsistence, it is. However, such a portfolio of strategies may well compare favourably to collective ownership, which after all relies upon trust in one’s co-owners (or, perhaps inevitably in practice, appointed managers).

Marx and Engels’ Collaboration

The independent work of Friedrich Engels (1820 – 1895), therefore, was significant in placing emphasis upon the unreliability of wages for workers as a form of quasi-property. Engels, in his 1845 study of the working-class in Manchester, put insecurity at the very heart of the proletarian condition: ‘far more demoralising than his poverty in its influence upon the English working-man is the insecurity of his position, the necessity of living upon wages from hand to mouth, that in short which makes a proletarian of him.’
 This diagnosis of the proletarian condition as being one of helpless buffeting by the fluctuations of the market was deployed in Marx and Engels’ assembled polemic against the Left-Hegelians, The Holy Family (1844). Here Marx argued that ‘self-estrangement,’ - the sense that one’s will is abject because it is shaped by exterior and hostile forces – is felt quite differently by the bourgeois as compared to the proletarian. This is because, for the bourgeois, riding the waves of the market can be rewarding and exhilarating, ‘estrangement as its own power’.
 For the proletarian, capitalism means only debilitating insecurity; and estrangement, thus, is felt only as ‘its own powerlessness’.
 It followed, for Marx and Engels, that the  proletarian instinct for socialism – felt as an ‘absolutely imperative need’
 - derives from their ‘life situation’
 rather than springing from lessons imparted by intellectuals: ‘It is not a question of what this or that proletarian, or even the whole proletariat, at the moment regards as its aim. It is a question of what the proletariat is, and what, in accordance with this being, it will historically be compelled to do.’

Their next joint work was The German Ideology (1845), yet another philippic against former interlocutors. This book adopted a term which was to play a key role in Marx’s thought thereafter: ‘conditions of existence’. This concept linked the individual to society via the notion of class. In this work, class is analytically and rather rigidly prior to the individual: ‘individuals … find their conditions of existence predestined, and hence have their position in life and their personal development assigned to them by their class, become subsumed under it’.
  How an individual imagines escape from insecurity, therefore, is typically determined by the conditions of existence attaching to their class specific mode of subsistence. This idea was applied to various classes. Serfs, for example, have acted on human impulse in seeking to escape dependent bondage: ‘the fugitive serfs treated their previous servitude as something accidental to their personality … they only were doing what every class that is freeing itself from a fetter does’.
 It followed, therefore that ‘the fugitive serfs only wished to have full scope to develop and assert those conditions of existence which were already there’.
 Marx and Engels argued that dependent labour is necessarily restricted and subjectively conceived of as such. A pinched and fettered mode of labour spontaneously generates in the mind of the producer an idealised vision of the same mode in which the producer is free to develop its potential for fostering self-reliance. For the serf, the dependent mode of petty commodity production spontaneously generates, as an imagined ideal, independent petty proprietorship.
 Serfs, though they did not seek personal emancipation through class solidarity, nevertheless had a class ambition: not to abandon their mode of labour, but to secure autonomous control over it.

The new working-class is not fundamentally different in its desires. The proletariat is not ‘radical’ in the sense that, having no secure property by which to live off, it disavows any concern for egotistical acquisition: ‘The proletarian ... like every human being has the vocation of satisfying his needs’.
 It is the particularity of the proletariat’s ‘conditions of existence’ that will lead to socialism:

the conditions of existence, the mode of life and activity of an animal or human individual are those in which its ‘essence’ feels itself satisfied. … if millions of proletarians feel by no means contented with their living conditions, if their ‘existence’ does not in the least correspond to their ‘essence,’ then [they] … will prove this in time, when they bring their ‘existence’ into harmony with their ‘essence’ in a practical way, by means of a revolution.

In his 1847 broadside against Proudhon, The Poverty of Philosophy, Marx introduced the distinction between the proletariat as a class ‘against capital, but not yet for itself,’ and ‘as a class for itself’. This is often misquoted as a ‘class-in-itself’ and ‘class-for-itself,’ and the paltry ‘class-in-itself’ category defined as a sort of consciousness-less objective circumstance. This is not derived from the text, where the difference is clearly between a ‘a common situation’ and ‘common interests,’ on the one hand, and, on the other, the development of structured organisation, geared to winning representation in parliaments, so that the working-class enters the lists of explicitly ‘political struggle’.
 The comparator here was the mobilisation of liberal political forces seeking specific government policies as a reflection of bourgeois civil society. Elsewhere in the book, Marx clear that ‘conditions of existence’ for a class implied a consequent political programme.
 In 1849, for example, Marx outlined the connection between bourgeois society and liberalism:

The conditions of existence in modern bourgeois society require that the bureaucracy and the army, which [had formerly] controlled commerce and industry, should … be reduced to mere organs of bourgeois intercourse. This society cannot tolerate that restrictions are placed on agriculture by feudal privileges and on industry by bureaucratic tutelage. This is contrary to free competition, the vital principle of this society.

The proletariat, when a ‘class for itself’, is similarly organised at the political level, but this is not to say that proletarian individuals are without class consciousness before a party claims to represent their interest.

The Communist Manifesto

Indeed, in the 1848 Communist Manifesto, Marx and Engels attempted to build on the working-class political self-representation they had identified in left-Chartism.
 They formulated what they considered to be appropriate political demands for presentation in or to a parliament. In so doing, they were not claiming that they were summoning class consciousness into existence. Indeed, they claimed that Communists ‘have no interests separate and apart from those of the proletariat as a whole.’
 Well before it develops collective volition, the proletariat has ‘instinctive yearnings … for a general reconstruction of society’.
 The proletariat struggles against the bourgeoisie from ‘its birth’, at first seeking to ‘restore by force the vanished status of the workman of the Middle Ages.’
 This referred to the ideal of the security of a living wage, in which an equitable standard of living and the principle of fair pay for fair work trumps the ups and downs of the market for labour and goods. Such a demand for security, and a recognition of the status of the workers’ labour as a form of property, is thus instinctive in the proletariat. The working-class coheres and becomes systemically and politically revolutionary in proportion to how much its wages become (due to competition and commercial crises) ‘more fluctuating … their livelihood more and more precarious’.

Marx and Engels highlighted the significance of the development of capitalism for the realisation of proletarian ambitions. Bourgeois norms had already fundamentally undermined all forms of property based upon legal privilege or the indivisible unity of the individual and his tools and resources of labour. While pre-capitalist socio-economic formations had tended to conserve a medley of different property forms, the tendency of capitalism is to continually revolutionise, dissolve and make fluid economic processes so that a single logic of capital comes to prevail, and two classes – bourgeois and proletarian - separate out. It is customary to ascribe to Marx the idea that a social system reaches the end of its tether when the productive forces can no longer be developed under the prevailing system of class relations. This formula, in fact, is precisely inverted in the Manifesto: ‘The productive forces at the disposal of society no longer tend to further the development of the conditions of bourgeois property … they bring disorder into the whole of bourgeois society, endanger the existence of bourgeois property.’ The failure of bourgeois society to develop is felt, primarily, by its disintegration of the proletariat’s condition of existence. The ‘bourgeoisie is unfit any longer … to impose its conditions of existence upon society as an overriding law … because it cannot help letting him [the worker] sink into such a state [of pauperism] that it has to feed him, instead of being fed by him.’

The proletariat as ‘a class of labourers, who live only so long as they find work, and who find work only so long as their labour increases capital’ must therefore as a class be ‘exposed to all the vicissitudes of competition, to all the fluctuations of the market.’
 As the proletariat have ‘nothing of their own to secure and to fortify,’
 they can only find security through collective ownership of their conditions of existence. As bourgeois society fails to provide the proletariat with the necessary conditions of its existence, the proletariat throws off the bourgeoisie, and in so doing inaugurates for itself a new condition of existence that, for the first time, is universally applicable throughout society: ‘an association in which the free development of each is the condition for the free development of all.’
 This is clearly an aphoristic solution to the age old problem of how individual freedom and societal solidarity might be reconciled.

Reflecting on ‘48

The 1848 revolutions, of course, did not produce either the consummation of bourgeois revolution or the advance for proletarian interests that Marx had anticipated. On the one hand, the middle-classes had proved to be less resolute in pursuit of its own interests than had been expected. On the other, the apparently declining petit-bourgeois classes had in fact played a significant role in opposing the interests of proletarian labour. In Marx’s reportage and ‘contemporary history,’ produced in the backwash of the failed 1848 revolution, he therefore paid close attention to the consciousness of classes other than the proletariat. His series of articles, The Class Struggles in France (1848 to 1850), anatomised the bourgeois class as comprising competing factions of ‘big landed proprietors’, the ‘finance aristocracy’ and finally the ‘trade, agriculture, shipping … [and] industrial bourgeoisie’.
 This rather capacious bourgeois category was bounded by the ‘life conditions of its rule: property, family, religion, order!’
 A later list itemised ‘his purchases and sales, his promissory notes, his marriages, his agreements duly acknowledged before a notary, his mortgages, his ground rents, house rents, profits, all his contracts and sources of income’ as the essentially social ‘conditions of existence’ for the bourgeois.

Notably, the peasantry emerged in Marx’s analysis as a class with a very distinct self-consciousness of its own interests. Again, conditions of existence determined consciousness: ‘under the system of parcelisation the soil is purely an instrument of production for its proprietor.’
 Contrary to most interpretations of Marx, he did not deny a clear peasant class consciousness. Indeed he spoke ruefully of the  ‘property fanaticism of the peasants’, and ‘their fanatical assertion of … property rights.’

In the February revolution of 1848, due to the political preponderance of the capital in the country, the workers of Paris exercised disproportionate power and influence. The result was a ‘republic … surrounded by social institutions.’
 The very prominence of ‘socialist doctrinaires,’ theorising on behalf of the proletariat, however, was evidence that a proletarian revolution was not on the cards. For,

As soon as it has risen up, a class in which the revolutionary interests of society are concentrated finds the content and the material for its revolutionary activity directly in its own situation: foes to be laid low, measures dictated by the needs of the struggle to be taken; the consequences of its own deeds drive it on. It makes no theoretical inquiries into its own task. The French working class had not attained this level; it was still incapable of accomplishing its own revolution.

Nevertheless, the popular demand for the ‘droit au travail, the right to work’ was, for Marx, the ‘first clumsy formula wherein the revolutionary demands of the proletariat are summarised.’

In the Eighteenth Brumaire (1852), Marx admitted that the working-class had over-extended politically, and roused the opposition of the ‘peasants and petty bourgeois’.
 The peasantry, however, did not organise a political party on its own behalf, but instead allied to Louis Napoleon’s urban-based Bonapartist movement. This is the context for which we should consider Marx’s famous reflection on the French peasantry:

Insofar as millions of families live under conditions of existence that separate their mode of life, their interests, and their culture from those of the other classes, and put them in hostile opposition to the latter, they form a class. Insofar as there is merely a local interconnection among these small-holding peasants, and the identity of their interests forms no community, no national bond, and no political organization among them, they do not constitute a class.

The point here is not, as usually represented, that the peasantry have no class consciousness. It is simply that (as Marx thought), the peasantry were not capable of forming political representation ‘asserting their class interest in their own name’.
 There’s no suggestion that the peasantry lack interests, or are somehow unaware of them.

The peasant, for Marx, is impelled towards the goal of proprietorship: their ‘utopia’ is the ending of landlordism. For most historical periods, the mass of peasantry may no doubt have preferred ‘realistic’ goals – a combination of maintaining a position of respect in the locale, fending off the exorbitant demands of landlords, and getting to heaven.
 The point to note, however, is that peasant proprietorship is immanent in peasant mobilisation. A peasant can theoretically support himself and his family with his plot of land. His psychological desire for security finds expression in an ideal vision of self-sufficient control, ultimately legal ownership, of his means of subsistence. Title to one’s own farm (individually or in a commune) is the obvious realisation, once the mystifications of religion and deference have been sufficiently de-legitimised, of the ambition of this class of human beings as determined by their relationship to the means of production.

In Class Struggles and Brumaire Marx reflected upon a class category that does not, exceptionally, derive a class consciousness from a settled mode of subsistence. This interesting negative example proving the rule is the purely parasitic ‘lumpen proletariat’ of ‘dubious means of subsistence’.
 The lumpen mode of existence does not attach itself to any particular property form, and so neither does it give rise to any concept of an apotheosised mode of subsistence liberated from dependence and fetters, as is found amongst the classes of direct producers and exploiters alike. The lumpen proletariat, without a structured productive mode of subsistence, tends to act as a rabble for hire to the highest bidder: it apotheosises parasitism.

Marx’s 1859 ‘Preface,’ and his Economic Studies 

As the revolution receded, Marx increasingly turned to a study of economic forms and their impact on the class consciousness of individuals. In the ‘Preface’ to A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy (1859), Marx attempted to schematically present the line of thought that informed his investigations. Here he explained that ‘property relations’ constituted the structure of any given society. However, he preferred the term ‘relations of production,’
 because this better conveyed his insistence that concepts of property cannot be universal, but instead derive from the means by which individuals historically make a living. Such concepts of property are not merely one of any number of ideas entertained by individuals in history. They are foundational, in that they give rise in turn to an entire imaginaire of a good society. The conditions of existence attendant on particular property forms are idealised into objective and morally universal nostrums. Direct producers in possession of their means of subsistence idealise fair-dealing, stability and familial coherence as not only necessary for the integrity of petty-proprietorship, but as being universally worthy of emulation. Bourgeois civil society idealises liberties, duties and rights, not just as conditions of existence for capital, but as moral principles in themselves. And so on. The ideas of any society, he contended, are founded on the complex and contingent balance of class forces and property forms within any particular social ‘totality’.

However, individuals do not, in the end, value the property form as a good in itself, only as a means by which they may make a living considered decent in the context of inherited social norms.
 For Marx, as he presented the case in the ‘Preface’, the development of material productive forces drives property forms to dissolution and reconstitution. Marx’s categorical ‘modes of production’ (Asiatic, Ancient, Feudal, Modern) are rather ad hoc repackagings of received historical ‘epochs’. Broadly speaking, however, the picture seems clear enough. Very low productivity obliges individuals to value a nomadic and territorially extensive exploitation of natural resources.  Increased productivity encourages ever more intensive husbandry of resources, and thus a growing enthusiasm for the parcelisation of property. The application of science to production tends to burst the bounds of parcelised property, and socialised property comes increasingly into view.

In his extended manuscripts preparatory to the writing of Capital, Marx investigated articulations of property-based consciousness. He believed that, insofar as the world appears hostile and threatening, ‘we seek for closed shape, form and established limitation’.
 Only control of the conditions of one’s existence provides a sense of security. ‘Ownership of one’s labour’, the irreducible urge, ‘is mediated through the ownership of the conditions of labour’.
 Slaves, noted Marx, are hardly fulfilled, even when they are quiescent: ‘the slave only works under the impulse of external fear, but not for his own existence … Even the part of the work he does for himself - i.e. in order to replace the value of his own keep - appears to him as labour he performs for the slave-owner’.
 For the slave, the very  ‘consciousness of  himself as a person’ begets ‘awareness that he cannot be the property of another’.
 Peasants hope to win freedom from exploitation so that they may better ‘behave not as labourers but as owners’.
 This ideal of social liberation appeals to the peasant  precisely because ‘ownership of land appears as the most advantageous condition for the prosperity of his mode of production.’
 Similarly, artisans imagine social liberation as the realisation of themselves as ‘the proprietor of the instrument’.
 They spontaneously identify as required for the secure artisanal life certain ideal conditions founded on petty proprietership. The mode of production, even when fettered, spontaneously generates a particular vision of the unfettered ‘good life’. The artisan ‘imagines’ as an ideal self-ownership of tools and workshop, and fair access to a market for petty commodities. This is the widely recognised ‘sans-culottes / artisan ideal of limited property ownership, earned by productive work’.
 Their socially determined ‘utopia’ is the moral economy.

The exploiting classes, for Marx, were just as much concerned to secure the conditions of their own reproduction. Again, we must consider the exploiters’ class interests as being inherent in the individual. Members of the ruling class are moved by self interest, not any desire to play a ‘social role’ in production. For feudal elites, this is obvious, as they derive their income by dominating the direct producers through the power of ‘society or of the State’, that is, through ideology or coercion.
  Unquestionably, the case of the bourgeoisie was more complex for Marx, in that their conditions of existence are neither rooted territorially nor juridically demarcated. Marx’s references to the bourgeoisie’s conditions of existence, in his writings hitherto, had been notably less bounded than that for any other class. Marx’s years spent studying political economy, the anatomy of bourgeois society, testified to his commitment to uncover the particular form of the bourgeois mode of existence.

For Marx the capitalist is just like individuals of all classes in that he is driven primarily by an ambition to protect from all challenges a class-specific form of productive property. While the farm, workshop or workplace is the consciousness defining property of dependent or independent direct producers, bourgeois property is the social ability, in the form of capital, to marshal and co-ordinate scattered forms of property – natural resources, tools and labour. The capitalist produces commodities not so much as a response to market opportunities, but in pursuit of a secure social existence insulated from competing capitals. The capitalist mode of production requires the owner of capital to do this by constantly accumulating and expanding exchange-values in the form of commodities for exchange. If he does not maximise surplus value, and thus investment funds, competing capitalists will move in on his market. There is no safe market share, which when reached allows the capitalist to produce only as much as can certainly be sold, short of total monopoly. Consequently, capitalists can see a personal advantage in legal restraint on competition. However, short of achieving monopoly or a rigged market, the capitalist requires open markets if she is to dispose of her frantically stockpiled goods. Capitalists are not satisfied independent organisers of production. Rather they strive, ever hopelessly, towards such security by seeking to maximise market share: thus their dynamism and their rapacity. For capitalists, the market is not welcomed positively, as necessary to the good-life, but only as a negative check on competing producers, whether petty proprietors, workers or other capitalists.
 The aggregate effect of individual  capitalists seeking to maximise their market share without regard to overall market capacity is, Marx argued, that which makes capitalism both explosively dynamic and inherently prone to periodic convulsions.

Capital

Marx remained concerned, however, that ‘all [the] inherent contradictions of bourgeois society appear extinguished in money relations’.
 Commodification had particular consequences in a state of ‘bourgeois democracy’ because the money-relation rendered plausible ‘apologetics for the existing economic relations.’
 After 1850, Marx tried to deal with this problem by defining proletarian property not as ‘labour’, as such, but as ‘labour-power’.
 The worker does not sell to the capitalist a determinate quantity of ‘labour’. Rather, the worker contracts to put his or her efforts - ‘labour power’ - at the manager’s disposal for a set period of time. The transaction, therefore, is not mutually concluded by the payment of wages. There must arise a conflict between the worker, who has no interest in working any harder than necessary to fulfil her wages contract, and the capitalist who has every such interest because of the pressing need to maximise the return on his investment in wages. Wages, therefore, do not ‘buy’ workers into a collaborative capitalist enterprise. The worker in this sense has no proprietorial stake in the firm that employs her. ‘Wages,’ Marx had said in 1847, ‘are not a share of the worker in the commodities produced by him.’
 Still, Marx had to concede in Capital (1867) that it appears to the worker that wages represent full payment for actual labour subscribed to the capitalist enterprise, not just payment for the capitalist’s right to extract as much labour as possible over the span of the wages-contract: ‘All labour appears as paid labour.’

Marx, however, believed (or hoped) that the proletariat cannot, in the capitalist system, rely upon labour-power as a dependable form of independent property. Almost all references to the proletariat in Capital, thus, highlight the working-class’s condition of chronic insecurity.
 In Capital, Marx wished to prove the inability of capitalism to deliver a secure living to those ‘wage workers … who live from hand to mouth, who receive their wages weekly and spend them daily.’
 This is inherent in the system, he argued, because ‘the rate of [capital] accumulation is the independent, not the dependent, variable; the rate of wages, the dependent, not the independent, variable.’

In Capital Marx explicitly argued that the proletariat shares with the pre-capitalist labourer the desire for secure property. For the slave and the serf, desire for personal autonomy generate a passion for petty proprietorship. The ambition of the slave and the pre-capitalist labourer, thus, is no more than to realise themselves as free individuals secure in possession of the means of production appropriate to their habitual mode of labour:

The private property of the labourer in his means of production is the foundation of petty industry … an essential condition for the development of social production and of the free individuality of the labourer himself.

For the artisan or the peasant, insecurity is countered ‘where the labourer is the private owner of his own means of labour set in action by himself: the peasant of the land which he cultivates, the artisan of the tool which he handles as a virtuoso.’ However, such a state of affairs ‘pre-supposes parcelling of the soil and scattering of the other means of production.’

The worker similarly ‘look[s] upon his labour-power as his own property.’
 Marx noted, however, that the conditions of existence for the proletariat are necessarily collective. Their labour is socialised, i.e. meaningless unless pooled. Modern production is not reducible to its individual inputs even in principle. Many hands co-operate in a necessarily collective enterprise, and this co-operation is itself an irreducible productive power.
 The development of capitalism - ‘this centralization’ - means that proprietarial rights are only possible for the mass of workers by taking into account the ‘co-operative form of the labour-process’ and ‘the transformation of the instruments of labour into instruments of labour only usable in common’.
 Capitalist development has ruled out ‘private property for the producer’, but the human desire to stand on one’s own feet finds expression as an urge to acquire ‘individual property based on the acquisition of the capitalist era: i.e., on co-operation and the possession in common of the land and of the means of production.’
 These quotations from Capital are normally glossed as ineluctable laws deriving from the mechanical evolution of capitalism towards a monopolistic proto-socialism.
 They are better understood as the proletarian articulation of their emancipation from dependence under the conditions of developed capitalism. This can be seen in Marx’s (uncompleted) further volumes of Capital. Retreat to direct proprietorship of the tools and resources of petty production is now impossible, because the modern ‘mode of production itself no longer permits the dispersion of the instruments of production associated with small property; nor does it permit the isolation of the labourer himself.’
 The question is: what does capitalism permit the worker in her struggle to emancipate her conditions of existence from dependence and insecurity? The question is not: how do the means of production, under their own impetus, crack apart capitalist property forms and reconstitute themselves as socialist?

‘Reformism’ and Final Statements

To recap, Marx noted that the conditions of existence for the proletariat are necessarily collective. Their labour is socialised, i.e. meaningless unless pooled. The proletariat are incapable of individual subsistence - unlike artisans or peasants they can not personally own their means of survival. Individual workers contribute to the production process, but the division of labour makes each individual contribution meaningless in itself. Operating a single lathe, heaving coal, administering paperwork, answering phones or whatever else cannot in themselves provide the means for living. The proletarian does not produce the requirements of individual existence directly as might a peasant, not even indirectly, as might an artisan or a bourgeois, as the product of her labour has no marketable use-value, it is only useful as a partial input to a chain of production. Only the end-product, the fruit of many inputs, has a marketable value.

A peasant can theoretically support himself and his family with his plot of land. He can imagine self-sufficiency and his psychological desire for security finds expression in an ideal vision of complete control over his means of subsistence. The peasant always wishes to be a proprietor. The proletarian cannot imagine similar circumstances for herself. There is no point fighting for control of her segment of the production process. What advantage could there be in owning privately one’s section of the conveyer-belt, or even one’s desk in the open-plan office? In isolation, it will produce neither food, shelter nor marketable products.

Thus, for Marx, the proletariat is impelled by the desire for personal security to realise a program of collective ownership of the entire, integrated production process. The human instinct for control of oneself and one’s immediate environment, which for previous classes meant essentially a drive towards perfecting private control of the means of personal subsistence and wealth creation, for the proletariat is converted into a desire for collective control and ownership of the means of production. This is why the proletariat is the ‘universal class’, impelled towards some form of socialism or communism.

This theorisation of proletarian ‘socialist preference formation’ was not, of course, the same as a pre-determination that workers must necessarily conform to a fully worked out democratic revolutionary socialist platform. Indeed, it implied a tendency in working class politics that could hardly exclude ‘reformist’ iterations (nor, indeed, potentially reactionary variants of chauvinistic solidarity). In his inaugural address to the International Workingmen’s Association (1864), Marx plotted one pole of proletarian class consciousness, which envisaged the ‘ring-fencing’ of social provision against the incursions of market economic imperatives. Marx hailed the parliamentary limitation on the working day, the British ‘Ten Hours’ Bill’, as ‘the victory of a principle … the first time that in broad daylight the political economy of the middle class succumbed to the political economy of the working class.’
 Of course, a revolutionary situation promised a much deeper working out of the logic of class consciousness. Marx extrapolated the potential of working-class consciousness in the light of a brief revolutionary episode, the Paris Commune of 1871. He explicitly stated that the proletariat carries to power ‘no ready made utopias to introduce par décret du peuple.’
 Class instinct instead realises itself as a drive towards the practical ‘co-operative production’ of workers which, when challenged by the countervailing logic of capital as expressed in ‘constant anarchy and periodical convulsions’, gropes towards horizontal and vertical collaboration in ‘co-operative societies’. This generates the desire to ‘regulate national production upon a common plan’: what Marx called ‘possible communism’.
 Even this, however, is only preparatory to the resolution of that philosophical conundrum that had first propelled Marx into politics: the estrangement of the individual from society.

In his Critique of the Gotha Programme (1875), Marx warned socialists that the proletariat is ‘economically, morally, and intellectually, still stamped with the birthmarks of the old society’. The working-class does not seek to transcend possessiveness. Rather, just as the pre-capitalist direct producer idealised petty proprietorship, the proletarian ideal is a ‘co-operative society based on common ownership of the means of production’ – thus the drive to ‘own’ persists, finding realisation in the ‘co-operative property of the workers’
 Only with the evolution of a society habituated to mutually guaranteed rights of access to common property does the motivating status anxiety of the direct producer relax into a general reliance that the pursuit of individual interest is compatible with the interest of all. Then, as Marx’s famous peroration went, ‘society inscribe on its banners: From each according to his ability, to each according to his needs!’
 The antagonistic relation between the individual and his or her environment is resolved.

Proletarian class consciousness, therefore, is a sub-species of ‘producer consciousness’: the desire to own the property by which one lives. As Marx programmatically posed the problem late in his life (1880):

… the producers can be free only when they are in possession of the means of production;

… there are only two forms under which the means of production can belong to them;

The individual form which has never existed in a general state and which is increasingly eliminated by industrial progress;

The collective form the material and intellectual elements of which are constituted by the very development of capitalist society.

It is the desire to escape a ‘hand to mouth’ existence that generates in the working class a specifically socialist consciousness, and rules out a permanent accommodation between workers and capital. For capitalism to retain dynamism, the labour-market must be kept flexible. The inherent insecurity of labour-power as a mode of property under the wages-system, thus, is  ineradicable. This is the unbreakable limit to ‘reformism’. In 1880 Marx devised a questionnaire for surveying workers. Out of 100 questions, section three, questions 46 to 81, specifically concentrated on the precariousness of wages and work.
 He clearly saw this as basic to the capitalist labour process. When Engels came across the following line in the Draft Programme of the German Social Democratic Party in 1891 - ‘The number and the misery of the proletariat increase continuously’ - he commented,

This is incorrect when put in such a categorical way. The organisation of the workers and their constantly growing resistance will possibly check the increase of misery to a certain extent. However, what certainly does increase is the insecurity of existence.

In a neat if somewhat mechanical recapitulation of Marx’s own thinking (rarely enough noticed by scholars), Karl Kautsky (1854-1938) - Marx’s great orthodox interpreter - explained how a proletarian predisposition to socialist preference formation, or ‘Will to Socialism’, as he put it, comes about:  

What are the pre-requisites for the establishment of Socialism?

Every conscious human action presupposes a will. The Will to Socialism is the first condition for its accomplishment.

This Will is created by the great industry. Where small production is uppermost in a society, the masses of the people are possessors of the means of production. He who happens to be without property conceives his ideal to be the acquirement of a small possession. This desire may, in some circumstances, assume a revolutionary form, but such a social revolution would not have a Socialist character - it would only redistribute the existing wealth in such a manner that everyone would receive a share. Small production always creates the Will to uphold or to obtain private property in the means of production which are in vogue, not the will to social property, to Socialism. This Will first appears amongst the masses when large scale industry is already much developed, and its superiority over small production is unquestioned; when it would be a retrograde step, if it were possible, to break up large scale industry when the workers engaged in the large industry cannot obtain a share in the means of production unless they take on a social form; when small production, so far as it exists, steadily deteriorates, so that the small producers can no longer support themselves thereby. In this way the Will to Socialism grows.

Kautsky’s summation unnecessarily implies the necessity of large-scale factory production, when integrated capitalist production is all that is really required for the theory. Still, there’s no doubt that he accurately caught the basics of Marx’s theory of socialist preference formation. It was a theory that was being submerged, however, even as Kautsky wrote. Instead, discussion came to be dominated by the Leninist theory of the vanguard party as the principal carrier of socialist agency on the one hand, and by the social democratic denial of working-class capacity to rationally remodel society on the other.

Conclusion

Marx argued that humans were necessarily dependent on one another, and upon nature. However, this dependence is felt by the individual as an imposition, and as powerlessness, unless it is voluntarily accepted as a means of self-realisation. For Marx, such voluntarism is only realisable when responsibility for the production of the means of life are assumed collectively. Such a state of affairs is socialism. Objectively, socialism becomes feasible insofar as production is spatially and temporally integrated under the influence of scientific knowledge and organisation. Subjectively, the modern working-class becomes available as the agent of socialist transformation. Class consciousness arises from an innate desire to secure one’s mode of subsistence. In history, producers have access to the means of subsistence either in a form dependent on the will of others, or independently, in the form of indefeasible property rights. Class consciousness always idealises independent proprietorship. This holds true for proletarians. However, as capitalism makes individual proprietorship impossible, only collective ownership appears to offer secure independence. This definition of Marx’s theory brings into focus his examination of the problem of money wages. Income streams derived from the sale of labour-power must be insecure if Marx’s theory is to be robustly predictive of proletarian socialist preference formation. With this allowance made, Marx’s theory is quite strikingly in accordance with historical data and evidence gathered by social scientists.
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