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Humanism and Marxism
RAYA DUNAYEVSKAYA

Marx's Humanist essays, Marx’s Humanism has made”

histary, revolutionary history, No other philosophic writing
can compare with it. In our cra, it was the Hungarian revolution of
1956 that brought Marx’s Humanism onto the historic stage. By
unfurling the Humanist banner and laying down their lives in the
struggle for freedom from communism, the Hungarian freedom
fighters gave new lile to Manx's original definition of his unique
world view as a new Humanism or thoroughgoing naturalism, as
sgainst ‘communism [which] is not itsell the goal of human develop-
ment—the form of human society’.! Similarly, the battle of the
Czechs for ‘socialism with a2 human face’ was Marxist Humanism at
its best. '

So.sweeping was Marx's vision of the new human dimension which
would unfold in a classless society that he refused, at first, to as-
sociate with the then (1844) existing communist sects that he
designated ‘vulgar® because they thought that all they had to do to
achieve a new social order was to aholish private property. Mari's
contention was that private property, capitalist private property,
had, of course, to be abolished since it was the manifestation of the
exploitation of man by man through the instrumentality of the
machine, Never again, he continued, must the individual be counter-
posed to society, for ‘the individual is the sociaf entity’, Where there
i8 o frecdom for the individual, there is no freedom in the society.
Unless, however, Marx concluded in those famous 1844 Feonomic-
FPhilosophic Manuseripss, the division between mental and manual
labour—that hallmark of all class socicties which hed become so
monstrous under capitalism—were abolished, we would be con-
fronting capitalism under another namel

! Bottomore, T. B, (cd)} (1968}, Kar Aarz: Early Writings, New York: McCGraw
Hill, p 167.

151

N{mxzsm 1s Humanism. Despite a hundred-year burial of
1




THE HUMANIST ALTERNATIVE

What Marx propased instead was that, in place either of it
profit motive of capitalism or the substitution of siate for pfi\‘a;r
owiicrship, the principle of the new society be the freedom of man
the reconstitution of his wheleness, the development of al his inna'.:‘
talents, the unity of mental and manual labour which cxploitatise
socicty has fragmented, alicnating from man not only the producy

" of his labour, but the very activity of labour,
Following is a passage from the chapter ‘A New Humanism't

which I wrote shortly afier the Russian Comumunist counter.

revolution crushed the Hungarian freedom fghters,

Marx, the-Hegelian, had a conception of labour and freedo
aclivify, completely different from the wiilitarian concetion o:’n t}T:
cconomists, who, af best, could see frecdom only as satisfied hunger
snd ‘cullure’. These—and they include the scientiss of our age who
sec the break-up of the atom, but not the totality of the person-—see
l'rcc_ time only as ‘enjoyment’, Marx saw the free time libcrated from
capitalist exploitation as time for the free development of the Individuals
power, of his natural and acquired talents. .

He did not consider that Utopia. It was not the hereafter, It was 1h:‘
road to be taken, on the morrow of capitalism’s fall, if the nationalized
means of production were to serve any better end than the privatcly
owned means of production. This too our age can urderstand more than
any previowy age, and it i3 this conception which hangs over the
Russian theoreticians like the Sword of Damocles, .

Marx must have had them in mind when he criticized classical political
economy for wanting to keep the industrinl workers' cyss riveted not on
the vision of total freedom, but on their ‘freedom [rom ferdal
Llemishes', Manz wrote, ‘for them there was history, but history & no
more.’ For t?:e Russiun totalitarians, the Russian Revolution stopped in’
1917, and history stopped witk the triumph of the One-Party Siate,

) Marx's theory of liberation was unigue in still another way which
illustratas why this discoverer of what has been called the materialist
conception of history insisted on calling his philosophy a new
Hufmanism which, as he put it, it *distinguished both from idealism
and materinlism and at the same time constitutes their unifying
truth' s

Take the question of religion. No doubt all of you know Marx's
famous statement that religion is the opiate of the people. Bui how
many know the context in which the expression appearcd? It is one

! Dunayevikaya, 5‘“ (_19{58). Marxisr and Freedort: Fiom 1776 Until Today,

New York: Bookman Associates, pb4.
# Dunayevaksya (1958) op. cit., p206.
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of the most beautifu! passages in Marx"s writings which discloscs
hewe fumran was his materialism, haw majestic the historic sweep of
his demand ‘to unmask hiuman sell-alienation in its seenfar form now
that it has been unmasked in its saered form®. Here is the whole
passage.t

Man males seligion: religion does not nyake man, Religion isindecd man's
sclf-consciousness and sell-awareness 3o long s he has not found himsell
or has lost himself agnin. But man is not an abstract being, squatting out-
side the world. Man is the fuman werld, state, society. ... Relinion is the
sigh of the oppressed creature, the sentiment of a heartless world and the
soul of soulless conditions, It is the gpium of the people. The abolition of
religion as the i#lusory happiness of men, is a demand for their real
happiness, .. . Religion is only, the illusory sun about which man revolves
3o long as he does not revalve about himaell, , o .

This Humanist view is what compelled him not only to separate -
himself from the religious view but also from the ‘vulgar’ atheists.

Instead, it was ‘the Auntan world, state, soéiety’ that preoccupied him.

Naturally, the human world is primarily coneerned with, engaged

in, raaterial produetion, This is what Marx meant by ‘material®~
the basic and primary conditions of human existence. Rooted in

material production, in the relations of men at the point of produc-

tion, are ‘the legal property refations as well as their philosophic

concepts. ‘ :

‘It is not the consciousness of men that determines their existence,’
wrote Marx in the most often quoted and most misunderstood
statemnent of his position, ‘but, on the contrary, their social existence
that detcrmines their consciousness’.5 There is nothing mechanical
about this materialist conception of history; the truth that social
existence determines consciousness is not a confining wall, but a -
deorway to the future, as weil as an appreciation of the past, of
how men moulded history. The Hegelian dialectic, though Marx .
apenly declared it to be the "source of all dinlectic’,® seemed to
limit itself to thought zlone as if thoughts were something ‘outside’
the buman being. Marx humanized the Hegelian dialectic. He
wrote that same year, regarding the Silesian weavers' strike: *The
wisdom of the German poor stands in inverse ratio to the wisdom
of poor Gurmany.’

4 1bid,, pp43, 44.
3 Marx, Karl (1970), Jnirsduction to the Critique of Political Econormy, New York,

Lawrence and Wishart,
8 Marx, Karl Capital, vol. T, p654n,
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Pivotal to the Hegelian concept of dialectical development iirgy.1
c‘nnlra(liciion and ta the Marxian concept of the materialjs m:u.,-
tion of Distory is this: the more degraded the worker, 1he ;r;-
nppro_sscd. the more alicnated, the greater is his 'quc,st for t:“
versality’.? In this ‘quest for universality’, in this striving for fre iom
and the reconstitution of the wholeness of man the pro) 1-0"""
transforms reality itself, PO P

Marxs insistence thac this was a scientific philosophy was bucked
up not with fctual duta alone, but, above all, with Wstoric t‘no\
ment. Thus, in contrast to utopian socialism and 1o mcchanic:
mal?rin]ism, Marx's view was that there is neither anything *awm
matic’ about the incvitability of socialism, nor ‘g]orinus{g ::bn:;

tcience; it all depended on the hurnan subject, on the revolutionary

compulsions of the proletariat to transform reality by undermining

the existing order and ereating the ncw one.

- M.?r‘x's vision of the pluri-dimensional in man as well as the
creativity of his encrgics and passions——the energizing pn’nciplle'
he c.allcd it—came from the historic concept that masses in mm'r'on.
not unlivig}un! genius, are bk passion for freedom transformed iﬂll;
enerpy ':mcl manifestation of wmiversal *Reason’. Reason and
R;c\-oluuun are the inscparables in the transformation of reality,
Never, for a single instant, did he takehis cyes off the actual claw
strugslcs that would decide the fate of men. Just as it was men who
m.adc rcligio_nt not religion men, so it was they who developed
:::;?i?rzl‘:tﬂ:;:cor:c them. Tl:c hqman _bqing, not science, was the
: Long ._bcf'orc Einstein lormulated the principle of transformation
of mass into cnergy, stating that all elementary particles are made
of the same stuff—cnergy (as against the nincteenth century con.
cept of matter, the twentieh century holds that ‘matter exisis
because energy assumes the form of clemental particles’)d~Marx
warned against the direction science had been taking. A century
before the atom was split and released, not so much the greatest
energy force on earth as the most destructive, Marx wrote in 1844

r'all‘soc ::;;;';mc basis for life and another for science is a Briori a

? Marx, Karl (1963}, Porerty of Phifasnpty, New York: International Publi
a , : International Publishen.
N:‘i'lr:t]::::berg. W. (1959}, ‘From Plato to Max Plank' in |A:'!anlr': A:fnr:;;.

* Buttomare {1963), op. cir.,, plG4,
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we have been living this lic ever since, with the result that man
faces his own destruction, not just figuratively, but literally. The
destructive forces come not only from scicnce, but from the class
strveture of socicty. Indeed, it is the class strncture which determines
the direction ol seience, even as it is this class structure which spews
aut racisin in its death throes, )

Nowliere is the fodgy-ness of Marxist Humanism more sharply
delineated and relevant to the problems of our day in America than
on this question which will reveal 1o us as well the American roots
of Marsism,

Truth is always concrete, wrote the most idealist of bourgeois
phitosophers, Hegel, In practising that principle, the most revolu-
tionary philosopher, Marx, appeared *nonmaterialistic’ to the self
styled American Marxists who tricd cvading the actual Civil War
by covering themsclves with the abstraction that they were opposed
to 'all stavery, wage and chattel’ ;

Marx's reply o these wonld-be: adherents was that, if this was
Marxism, A was not a Marxist, Truth is always concrete. The
greater ailinity of ideas twrned out (o be between Marx and the
American Abokitionists, regarding both their total opposition to
slavery and their recognition that what defaced America could: be

.

regencrated only through atiopwith black revolutionaries. Or,
as e great Nete Engianmﬁoﬁtwas Wendell Phillips put it,
0?)&3'6‘5‘1\1\::‘&!‘; were: ten feet tall because they stood on the shoulders
of the Negro slaves Tollowing the North Star to frecdom.

Long before eivil war was in the offing, Marx argued that intel-
lectusls were held in tow by the ruling class in their unawareness of
the origins of language itsell and use of certain words. Thus, they
wed the word ‘Negro' and the word ‘slave’ as if they were
synonyms. ‘A Negro is a Negro,’ Marx argued, “He only becomes a
slave under certnin conditions,’19 conditions created, not by them,
but by their exploiters, whe, furthermore, exuded the racist language
as ratipnale for the continuation of slavery. |

The year was 1847, By the time John Brown led the attack on
Harper's Ferry, Marx wrote to Engels on 11 January 1860 that the
biggest event in the world was ‘the movement of the slaves in
America started by the death of John Brown'. When, the following
year, civil war finally broke out, Marx threw hitnself into the batle
by spreading the words of the American Abolitionists in England

16 Marx, Rarl (ed), Selected Works, vol. 1, p263.
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and in Germany. The British proletariat had mabilized ite.f o,
stop their bourgeoisie from flirting with the Souliern nligant,
Under the impact of civil war in the United States and the ke g
Dritain and France, as well as the Polish rebellion, the fint Inpy.

national Working Men's Association was established, with Kag

Marx in its Jeadership. .

Nor was the International’s support of the North limited to writizg
letiers to President Lincoln, or even extolling Abolitionism, No, g
transformed, that is to say, made more concrete Marx’s concepu o
labour's self-development, by extending them to the qQuestion ¢f
race: ‘Labour in the white skin cannot e free so long as labaur 13
the Llack skin is branded.,”! This was not mere rhetoric. Man
praved its truth by showing that it was only after the abolition of
slavery that the first national trade union was established in g
United States. And this National Labour Union, headed 4
Sylvis, soon joined the International Working Men's Associatice
Deep indeed are the American reots of Marxism, Their long burial
‘can no morc exorcise them from American history than the exorcis
of the true history of black revolt could withstand taday's tidal wave
of revolts, . . :

Marx at first had called his Philesophy a new Humanism; thea,
with the 1848 revolutions, on the eve of which he had written: ‘A
spectre is haunting Europe~—the spectre of Communism', he had
changed the name to Communism. That there was no change in
Humanist concepts is clear from this same history-shaping Aenifers
which also declared : *The free development of exch is the condition
of the free development-of all.” And when ‘all’ meant not only ali
men in any one codntry or even contincnt, but the world, he
changed the name again, this time to the International Working
Men’s Association. That remained the name after its headquarten
moved from London to New York and until his death, for his
Humanism meant that the many worlds were one and ‘this one
world was moving towards full liberation.

‘When the new, third world came onto the historic stage in our

postwar world, it, too, singled out the Humanism of Marxism as the -

philosophy that governed it. As Leopold Sedar Senghor expresied

itin the international symposium on Sociafist Humanism that, for the

first time, brought together not only the Humanists from East snd

West, but from the South and North: ‘Beyond the cconomie
W Marx, Karl, Capital, vol, T, p329.

156

HUMANISM AND MARXISM

“appearances’, it [Marx's thought] plu'ng'ts in.to the factual viﬁw
c[alhin_tjs, Maurx substituies a pml'ound_uzs:th into '!:'l.:man necds,
His is a new Humanism, new because it is dncarnafe,’12

This exchange of idcas is not new to our age nor even to great
men fike Marx. It is the innermost hunger o!"llu_: greatest masses of
men. When slave lraders were busy establishing the tiangular
wzde of Alrican siaves, West Indian sugar and New Englm'ld cod,
s wiangular exchange of ideas was cstabhshcq b::l.wct:n Afnca,. the
West Indies and the United Staics (especially with Am::nlca:l:
Negroes), The basic ideas we think of as very recent, such as B a:l
it beautilel’, were in fact born then. Every idea ﬁ'om‘ black nation :
ism, ‘Negritude®, “African personality’ to the ‘Humanism of Marxism

" was, in fact, born in the nineteenth century.’3 It took us so long to

find them only because we do not fislen to lhc‘imp'ulsg frown bclo:v
any more than we gather about us the truc historic roots of man's
for [reedaorn. L
mt’goil;rc all aware, T am sure, that Marxist Humanism is not exactly
the most popalar philosophy in the Uni‘tcd States, ththcr_that :r
womething else is the reason for it not being brougl::t openly into the
black freedom tnovement, there is no way of knowmg.- But Human-
ism, in the form of Martin Buber's ph_ilosophy, was dlrec_:lly.quotcd
by Martin Luther King in his famoils letter from. a B:rm:'ngham
Juil, Why We Cannet Wait.14 He referred to Ma'rtml l%uber.s mo.':;
famous expression of his philosophy, the ‘I-thou .rcla_l:onshlp, and
said that until Americans recognize that the question of: segregation
it not an ‘It relationship, that is to say, not a rt:l.auonslup o-i' a
persor: to a thing, but an ‘[-thow’, 2 human relationship, segregation
will not be abolished. Where King did not directly mention Marx,
the young black revolutionary (such as Eldridge Cleaver in Sui:il_an
Iee)15 is openly inveking the name of Kar'l ‘Marx, The frozen n;zs
of communication between black and white can be :;copcncd only
through such a total philosophy of freedom as Marx a'I-!u:‘tian}sm;
Without the red colouration, the name for ‘the man' is wh:t?y
who has so repulsed the black freedom fighter that he has no desire

1 Senghor, Leopold Sedar, ‘Soclalism s Humanism® in Fromm, Erich (cd)
(1967), Soclalist Humnnipa, New York: Doublcshy, pﬁl. Tval. Detroit
13 Dunayevikaya, Rayo {ed} (1962), dmericon Civilization om Trial, IOT(rJo y
Michigan: News and Letters Committees, 15t ed. Mny; 2nd od, Al:l'BuH“. n.nd
14 King, Martin Luther (1965), Wiy We Cannet Wait, New Yark: Harper
O,
R“ Cleaver, Eldridge (1969), Seul en Jee, London: Cope.
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fer any dialogue with him, In that case, just ag surcly as the Hobmy
has called the very survival of mankind into qQuestion, 30 Ly, 4,
calour division,

On the other bhand, because of the all-pqrvasivcncss of the alirs,
tions in all strata of the population, stretching aeross the Eeneratag
8ap as well, the vory totality of the.
beginnings, Hence, there is that shoek iti ¢ Cray
face to face wiyl the Humanism o Marx, who, from 1he Mart of
his break with bourgeois society, held that the averthrow of |he 44
is insuflicient for the creation of the new unless we thereby refraye
the vast untapped coergies of millions upon millions of t);¢ OPpresed

_ erisis a3 we arg wj tnessing today,
That is what makes him 30 conlemporary, He has something tv wy

lo us, Let us lisien, Mary wits asked why hie had broken with 11,
hourgceois society into which he had been bora; what need he hud 1
become a radical, j4; an is whole when 4,
| NS oite must heoome 5
‘radical, for ‘To be to grasp something at its ront.
The roat of mankind is man,*
It still s,




