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Reading Assignment

Ilyin and Motylev, What is Political Economy? (1986), pp. 91-140 ("The



Great Power of Ideas").


Sabine, A History of Political Theory (4th ed, 1973), pp. 570-607 ("Hegel: 



Dialectic and Nationalism").


Marx and Engels, The Communist Manifesto (1848).


Heilbroner, Marxism: For and Against (1980), pp. 15-138.


Berlin, Karl Marx: His Life and Environment (4th ed. 1978), pp. 89-116



  ("Historical Materialism").

Essay Assignment
Perhaps the most distinctive and enduring aspect of Marx's thought is the philosophy of history that he developed in the years before 1859 and the "scientific" method of so​cial and historical analysis that he derived from it.  From Marx's own time to the pre​sent day, his disciples and critics alike have identified the commitment to "historical materialism" as the foundation of the entire Marxian edifice and debated its meaning and valid​ity without appar​ent resolution.  Your assignment this week is to articulate the essential el​ements of this ma​terialist philosophy as clearly and concisely as you can and then to discuss the specific role played in it by the closely related concepts of purpose and tele​ology.  Specific consideration of the following questions may help you focus your own thoughts on this problem.

1.  What is the dialectic, and what picture of reality does it paint?  How does Hegel's method differ from more familiar modes of social and scientific analysis?  Marx's use of the dialectical method is sometimes said to have "stood Hegel on his head?"  What does this mean?  Is it correct?  Is the dialectical method essential to Marx's analysis?  Could the conclusions he reaches be derived without it?

2. "It is in the nature of capitalism, as Marx describes it, that it must seek to ex​pand..." (Heilbroner, p. 38).  What does this mean?  That individual firms must necessar​ily seek to become larger?  That the system of capitalism itself must eventually spread over the whole world?  What, for Marx, is the significance of profits in the unfolding of history?  How does it compare to the role played by profits in the Austrian theory of entrepreneurship?  Is the search for profit the same thing as a desire to expand?  Are Marx's arguments weakened if it is not?    

3. What, precisely, is the "it" to which Marx ascribes a desire to expand?  Can economic or social systems as such have purposes or desires at all?  What is the class struggle, and what is its significance in the Marxist theory of history?  In what sense might it be said that the class struggle is the engine of history, the driving force of historical change?  Do classes as such have purposes or needs?  Is it possible to recast the ideas expressed in Heilbroner's re​mark and the open​ing sentence of The Communist Manifesto solely in terms of the intentions and purposive behav​ior of individual human beings?  Is such a reformulation neces​sary or desirable?  

4. Must historical materialism be deterministic?  Does it necessarily entail the specific con​clusions about post-capitalist history that Marx himself draws? Is the tele​ology characteristic of Marx's interpretation of history a necessary element of histori​cal ma​terialism itself, or can history usefully be understood from the materialist point of view as being without any pur​pose at all?  Are, for example, the theory of spontaneous order and the Darwinian theory of natural selection examples of historical materialism?  Do they posit a purpose or end to so​cial or bio​logical evolution?  Are they "scientific"?  How do these theories differ from Marx's with respect to teleology and the claims each makes with regard to prediction?  

5. What is the relevance to these questions of the unity of theory and praxis postulated by Marx?  Does the purpose of the analyst lend purpose to the his​tory he or she claims to be analyzing?  Marx argues that it is within the power of hu​mankind to shape its own history, but he derides the attempt to ameliorate the harsh​ness of capitalism or postpone its demise by such means as the wel​fare state as utopian and ulti​mately futile.  Can these two positions be reconciled with one another?

Please limit your essay to no more than seven typewritten pages.


