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Kevin 'Bnen presents a’ provocarive, integrated, systematic, and il-
hluminating discussion of the relatonship between reason and frecdom
n the works of Karl Marx. Briens philosophical and methodolopical
study uncovers amportant and often neglected epiteimological paral-
Iels between Marxist and non-Marxist philosophers. while i distin-
guishes: Mary's dialectical method as.an indispensable ool for, radical
analysis: However,int his valiant, and successtul, efforts 1o provide an
original contributon w Marxise scholarship, Brien has inadvertentdy
raised far ‘more questions ‘about the actuzlizable potential of Marx's
project than’he has answered, These' guestions are decsive precisely
because they challenge Marxist theory on an epistemological kevel.
Briens book views Marxs thought as a philosophical whole, one
which'transcends the apparent rensions bebween Marx’s eacly and later
writings, betwosn Marx and Engels, aind berween the “critical”’ and
“scientific™ Marxist traditions, “Critical” Marxism, such as thar of
Horkheimer, Adorno and Maoreuse, i far more Hegelian, “volun-
taristic’, atd ant-possavist 1 its intellecoual osentation, while the
“seicntific”™ Marxist tradition, recently embodied in Althusser’s stroe-
turalismt, is decidedly: “determinist™ and positivistic. Althusser, in
fact, stigpested chat thas split herween “critical™ and “scientific™ tradi-
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oons-#s an outgrowth of an “cpistemological break”™ in Marx’s own
writings that separaces Marx from his voung Hegelianism, and pro-
pels ihome toward the “mature.” historical marerialism of his post=18544
writings,

This Althusserian posidon has been disputed by Bertell Ollman and
Seote Muikle, among others, now joined by Kevin Brien.' Brien ar—
gues. peravasively thar Marxs thought i= a developing, epen-ended
and incomplete system, and that the apparent ensions in his writings
arc not illustrative of any, profound: philosophical or cpistemalogical
conflicts within the totality of Marx's thought. Still, Briens Marx em-
braces a specific and consistent set of principles in his interpretation,
understanding, experience and explanation of reality, (181

Marxs Meraphysics

Brien writes that Marx’s metaphysics treats consélousnvss as tnternally
related vo objecdwve realicy, Man is a “beang-in-the-world.”™ His frec,
conscious life-acrivity is bath objéctifying and fransformative. It is ob-
jectifyimg bocanse it concretizes human purposes in the real world, Tris
transformacive beecavse it does not merely react upon abjeetive rea liew;
it changes and alvers the nareral and social context from which' it
springs. Hased vpon this presupposition, Brien sugeeses thar Marx's
opposition to “volgar™ philosophical idealism is ot inspircd by an
equally vulgar, miechanistic marerialism, Marx does nor view ideas as
disembodied abstractions. He secs #deas as intermally related to the so-
c1al and marerial context within which they are expressed, and with-
oast which they would lose existential significance.

Bricn writes that thit dialecricnl view of the internal relationship be-
tween ideas and material conrext is inherently opposed to determin-
iEm. Though Brien admics that Marx's language is sometimes ambipu-
ous (56—57) he argues dhat coonomic determanism is, nonecheleds, 3
fandameneal distortion of the essential Marxian perspective. Engels,
in 1890, acknowledged his own responsibility for the distortive “yvul-
garization’” of historical marenalism. Fle wrote that

Mare and 1 are ogrsclves parthy 0o blame foe the fact thar the younger
people sometimes Ly mone stress onthe cconomic side than is due bo it
We had to emphasize the moin principle vf-d-2is our sdversaries, who
denied it, and we bad not always the ime, the place or the opporiunity
o' pive cheir die 1o the other fcrors mvwolved in dhe fiiteraciions.
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The key word here 15 Yinteraction.” The dialectic incorporates a
thoroughly organic understandimg of mtemmal reladonships: When
Marx and Engels emphasize economie facrors, they do not Jose sighe
of the fact that just as economic Bctors influoence non-cconomic fac-
LOrS, 50 roo arg there reciprocal effects.

Brien’s interpretation of the Marxian dialectic incorporates this or-
ganic conccpdon of internal relatons in a way which is both orlginal
and provocative. Briens presentation of dizlectdcal method appropri-
ares . the philasophical insighs of both contemporary  Marases: and
non=hMarxests. MNaturally, Boen ctes the significant contribations of
Marxist thinkers, such as Ollman. Surprisingly, Brien also ates dthe
crucially important work of Brand Blanshard in this arca of philozo-
phy. Blanshard argues in The Nanure of Thosglit that every object of
thought is what it is by virtue of its relations to other objects. These
relations are constmunve of the object imelf and, in differing degrees,
they determine the object’s fundamental characteristics down to the
last detail. According o Brien, certain key elements of Blanshard’s
swiew of the theory of intennal relatons can be viilized o elucadaie ihe
Marxan perspective. But Brien argues that Blanshard'’s philosophical
sdcalsm cannot offer precise definitionsl criteria. Blanshacd assumes
that an object is defined by all of s intemal relationships. To this ex-
tent, the definiton reles upon-a complete grasp of these relations.
Brien cridazes, this proposition when he suggests that huoman knowl-
cdpe is an open-enddd process, and thar human beings cannor gain an
exhaustive comprehension of the whole.  Thus, : Brien. rejecs what
Geotfrey Hellman calls che “doctrine of strice organicity.™? Sirict or-
ganicwy assumes that the interdependence of sodial realicy makes it inme
possible o examine any part of exdrence without rking into account
erery part of existence.”

The Epistentic Ulfopris

This opponinon to stnce organicity is not resericted 1o Margise philos-
ophy. F. A. Hayek and Michacl Polanyi. for instamce, have soggested
that a synopae graip of the whole & epistemologically impossible, In-
deed, the idealist belief in the possibility of an exhanstive comprehen-
ston of the whole and s internal relations is the hallmark of utopian
thinking.

Litoprans attempt to reconstrect and gransform social reahioy as of
they were outside the context of history and cultore, They embrace
constructivise designs for progressive change winch olvimately rely
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upon 1 synoptc grasp of the socal whole, Constructivism is based an
the belicf chat human beings can achieve a complete understanding of
all the subtle and sophisticared complexities of sociil ife. It docs not
recognize the dialeetical interplay of human intentions and unintended
conmsequences, since by implicanion it assumes that intentional human
action can achieve any desired effects. This is not mercly an exapgera-
tion of the efficacious porendal of the human mind. Itis a prescripeion
for social change based on human omniscicnce, Mot only does thie ueao-
pian requoire. full knowledge of what is kinowable, he or she needs full
knowledge of that which has not cven been articulared. Havek cor-
rectly views utopian blueprines for social change 25 resting on whar he
describes as a “synopedc delusion.™® A “synoptic delusion” FCPrescaits a
false belief thar one can consciowsly design 2 new sociery as if one had
possession of holistic knowledge. Holistic knowledge invelves grasp-
ing the complex inter-relations of the society which are necessarily
constituted by both tacit and articulated social preactices. Drawing
upon the insighes of Michasl Polan ¥i. Hayvek expliing that o achieve
such knowledge, man would have to know the structure and processes
of his own mind. Hayek arzues that, on the COmtrary,

teere will always be some mles governing 2 mind which thar nuind in s
thew prevailing stose connoe commuiniease, and . - . iF it ever wwere to
acguire the capacity of communicating these rubes, this would presup-
pode that it had aoguiced further higher cules which make the comnu-
mgarion of the former possible bur which themselves will wtill be

imco oy cabile, *

Thus, Havek belicves chae the idea of a2 mind explaining self s 2
logical contradicrion, and chat irs mmpossibilicy gives us a besson in
cogritive humility, curbing our intellectsal hubrms.” Mans fallibilicy
and the imherent, contextazl limiss of his knowledge, are, then, the
strongest factors miliatng sgainse a folly imposed or designed weo-
pian order—which would. Hayek supgests, dislocate the VETY [PrO-
cosses which imake order possible.

Hayek expresses a distruse of utopianism on an cpistemological
fevel that both Marx and Engels would have appeeciated. Marx and
Engels opposed wropian theorizing because it depended upon abstract
system-building. According o Marx, the abilicy of human beifigEs o
transcesid the unintended consequences of their actions and o con-
scionsly create non-exploitative social conditions could only arise our
of specific historical arcumstances, Marx writes thar for ukapdan
thinkers,
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historical actkon is ve yicld o their perseonal inventive acton, histoncally
ercateed conditions of emancpacion (o Bastastic ones, and the gradually
sponrancous chss-onganisaion of the proletarat to an onganisstzon of
socicty specifically comtrived by these inventors. Fuiure history msolves
itsclt, im cheir eyes. o the propaganda and pracisal camrying out of
their socmal plans.”

Marxs stated opposation to wtopian theorzing, however, docs not
mean that Marxs projece itself is able to transcend the epistemological
pitfalls of utopianism. Bricn writes thatr for Marx, capitalism enjren-
ders concrete social relations which Yare independent of human will in
the sense that people are borm into 2 neework ol alrendy existing, his-
vorically developed social relations which they did not choose, bt
which shape the dovelopment of individual consciousness from birth”
[47). While these sodal relations are themselves constituted by firee,
conscious human agency, itis clear that orue “frecdom™ will not emerge
untll men and women have conguered the “alienated™ socizl cond:-
tions af capitalism.

Brien emphasizes that Marx views reason as “historical and
grounded in the primacy of man%s material practice™ (176), Free, con-
sclows, creative, human acovity s the historical achievement of so-
cializm, But socalism “prosupposes a structural eransformacion of the
cognitive and conative faculties as they obtam in capitalism" {174). In
Marx’s visson of communism, the form of huimnan freedom heralded
by the capitalise system, in s “bourgeois” celebradion of free, con-
scious, human velition, is concretized by o content, or social context,
which makes free choice both ranonal and emancipatory. Man’s capac-
iy o reasog 1% acdiuaheed by social condions which are racional,
Man's namore as a free, conscious being is actualized by sodal condi-
tions which are frec.

And yet, by racing the mternal relationship between “reason and
the art of frecdom,” Briens interpretation of Marx's project suggeses
madvertently. that communism s fundameneally dependent upon a
grandiose epistemological achiovement. Marx posits an historically
emergent cogniove efficacy which boggles the human mind. On one
kevel, Marxs speculations about mans future imply that he has o syn-
optic grasp of the movement of history. It 5 not endrely clear how
Marx has access to knowledge about the inevitable teivmph of human
efficacy which is central to the achievemene of communisim. Marx's
optimism i amplified by his lstoricism, Marx docs mot accepr the
Hayckian-Polanyitan thesis which places fundamental stricturcs on
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man’s cognitive capacity. For Marx, these strictures are themsclhves
historically specific o pre-communist social lonmations,

The Marxist philosopher Marx Wartofsky, who, in fact, has writ-
ten the imtroduction to Brien's book, writes on another occasion that
“it remains an empirical question whether there are transhistorical in-
variants in the history of cognition, ™ The Hayckian-Polanyian argu-
NENs Agamst constructivist-utopian planning illustrate thar this “em-
pirical” issue is deckdve. While Brien's book emphasizes the RETLPOE g
links between reason and freedom, it does net adequartely question the
actualizable potential of Marxs epistemological rranscendence. If, in-
deed, the strictures on human knowledge are onrofopical, rather than
hisearical, then Marx's project may be leading many genuine radicals
toward an inherently unreachable, uropian goal.
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