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TWO CHEERS FOR ESSENTIALISM AND TOTALITY: ON MARX'S OSCILLATION AND ITS 
LIMITS (AS WELL AS ON THE TABOOS OF POST-MODERNISM) (1997) 

 

The heretic spoke to the Buddha: "Yesterday, what kind of law did 
you preach?" The Buddha replied: "Yesterday I preached the 
Definite Law." "What kind of law will you preach today?" "Today 
I shall preach the Indefinite Law." The heretic asked: "Why do you 
preach the Indefinite Law today?"  The Buddha responded: 
"Yesterday's Definite Law is today's Indefinite Law."  

Variant on a Zen dialog or mondô of Dôgen, Shôbôgenzô, 
Section 73 (13th C) 

--We've lost touch with reality. Don't worry, it'll find us.  

--Down with phallogocratic physics: free fall for all!  

--Whoever today sticks his head into sand, will grind his teeth 
tomorrow.  

 Graffitti in Germany (late 20th C) 

 ...we understand theorizing as an open horizon, moving within the 
magnetic field of some basic concepts, but constantly being 
applied afresh to what is genuinely original and novel in new 
forms of cultural practice, and recognizing the capacity of subjects 
to reposition themselves differently. 

 Stuart Hall, "On Postmodernism" (late 20th C) 

 

0. Why revisit and revise Marx, or our opinion of Marx, today? Because he remains a quite indispensable 
beacon; yet his forecasts (or what were taken for such) seem to have been, and in part certainly have been, 
massively confuted by historical practice, by what he called in the 1846 The Poverty of Philosophy 
"history's wrong side" (noting that it usually advances by that side). But as Balibar remarks, this will apply 
to  1848 and 1871 in Marx's lifetime, and then 1914, 1933, 1968, and 1989. No doubt, this is an one-sided 
list, to which can be opposed 1917 and 1945, for example, but it is equally doubtless that it is today the 
dominant list. For all his significant oscillations, Marx on the whole believed he could subsume this bad 
and most painful side of history under a rhetoric of double negation, where (e.g.) poverty means not only 
poverty but also revolt, so that in the proper Hegelian fashion it is materially necessary that the latencies 
of history have to pass through the Purgatory of defeats but will then prove so powerful as to issue in the 



positive resolution. Perhaps we are too panicky after the number and quality of defeats beginning in 1848, 
but it seems to me this "Marxist" confidence is for our generation or historical moment irretrievably a 
Paradise Lost: rather, Rosa Luxemburg's alternative of "socialism or barbarism" and its dialectics of 
determinacy /indeterminacy remain as our realistic horizon. But then it becomes quite indispensable to 
envisage what is lost and what is not necessarily lost with this fool's paradise--at least for me, and for 
people like me.  

I shall enter here only into a few points pertinent to a discussion arising out of the triumphalist and 
determinist aspect visible, e.g., in the Communist Manifesto.1/ My thesis is that what is lost today is a 
scientistic, i.e. deterministic, belief in progress, directly descended from theological triumphalism, and 
what is not lost are two major methodological pointers: the demystificatory vision and the open-ended 
concreteness of analysis and of recategorization (the setting up of new signifying categories). These latter 
allow a new take on, indeed the refusal of, the undialectical and irrational onslaughts on any essence and 
totality which today predominate in the ideology of "cultural studies." More substantial arguments about 
labour-power, production/ self-creativity, and an intelligibility of history posited against the horizon of 
social struggles and of a (however distant) revolutionary practice, I can only mention as desiderata at the 
end.  

I propose therefore a brief sketch of Marx's oscillation toward but also away from scientism and 
triumphalism, accommodated within the proper horizons of this master's overriding category: the critique.  

 

1. In a strictly Marxian optic, the division of labour results within antagonistically split societies in a 
division into exploiting and exploited social groups -- by race, class, gender, etc. -- and develops as a 
series of historical, productive and societal, formations. Modern natural sciences (and all other ones) arose 
within that division; they are not only as it were accidentally within history, subordinating  it to some 
cognitive or technological imperative; they are not a pure transcendence of the regrettably impure  history; 
they are a stuff interacting most intimately with all other stuffs of history. In fact sciences arose together 
with the rise of capital and the bourgeoisie  -- as visible in the methodology of Bacon, Descartes, and 
Galileo  -- in fierce opposition to the clerico-feudal Aristotelianism, "qualitative physics," and similar 
theological deductions. It is therefore counter-indicated (to use a term from medical science) or 
historically dubious to adopt the paradigm of bourgeois science for an anti-capitalist mode of systematic 
cognition. While tools, once invented, may be adapted to many uses, a strong suspicion should be 
legitimately entertained that, to rephrase Audrey Lorde, the master's tools have been bent by constructing 
the master's house. This is the case whenever the dynamics of science are arrested by presenting them (as 
Marx's critique of Mill puts it) "as encased in eternal natural laws independent of history, at which 
opportunity bourgeois relations are then quietly smuggled in as the inviolable natural laws on which 
society in the abstract is founded" (Grundrisse 87). Therefore the term "science" strongly invites 
confusion with the bent institutionalised practice thereof in the service of capitalism, which made it 
possible for Wallerstein to stress, on the negative side, that "we have come to call rationality or 
universalism or 'science' ...[those cultural] pressures that seek to discipline and channel the world's cadres 
or 'middle' strata" (107). It would be much safer to find for positive use a disambiguating term like 
"articulated and systematic understanding," or indeed, as Jameson most perspicaciously suggests, non-
alienated production (Ideologies 2: 141; cf. Suvin, "Transubstantiation"). The logic of Marx's analysis and 
what followed it in both bourgeois and supposedly socialist history strongly suggests that -- with all due 
caution against a return into irrationalism  -- a new cognitive epistemology is on the order of the day (cf. 



some very preliminary spadework in Suvin "Notions," and Wallerstein's suggestions 115-19, 181-83, and 
passim).  

In particular, the quintessentially capitalist and liberal ideology of progress is a highly suspect 
vehicle for such a mode of cognition. Balibar rightly notes that the catchword of progress fuses two 
factors: the notion of irreversible temporal flow (time as a river rather than, say, an ocean or an electric 
current or...), which presupposes an overall linearity regardless of local eddies, and the notion of 
technical, moral or other improvement (87  -- I would actually foreground the economic one). But one 
would have to add to this a third notion (which Balibar  approaches in the same section), that of a 
monocausal determinism in the guise of "if atomic A then, necessarily, complex B," in which there is a 
necessary relation between a given beginning and the "end" of history (even if that end is in Marx 
conceived as the beginning of another, radically better history, that of classless society). History is then 
seen as having a predetermined goal in the laicised form of strict and, in spite of Engels's plea for 
multicausality, "ultimately determining" (Engels 692, cf. Balibar 91) immanent necessities.  Only such a 
trinity, it seems to me, melds to make a pseudo-Darwinian upward arrow of evolution.  

This brand of evolutionism was the "scientific ideology" par excellence of Marx's time and probably 
its unavoidable furthest imaginative horizon (cf. Canguilhem, also Suvin "Cognitive"). It was in part 
shared by Marx, when e.g. he speaks of a kind of Newtonian "natural laws" that "make one's way by iron 
necessity" (diese [Naturg]esetze, diese mit eherner Notwendigkeit... sich durchsetzenden Tendenzen) in 
the Preface to Das Kapital (12). But even here the immediately apposed concept weakens the laws into 
"tendencies"; and to Marx's great honour, in the body of Das Kapital  he ceases to use the  term "progress" 
without critical irony (Balibar 98). To the contrary, "progress" was later on fully embraced by Engels and 
orthodox Marxism of most stripes: with a minor difference in favour of its egalitarian extension, it 
rejoined the liberal idea of progress as "essence and law of society" (Larousse, and cf. Nisbet and Sorel). 
Both Gramsci and Benjamin have (under  the twin impact of Fascism and Stalinism) convincingly noted 
how history itself put paid to such illusions and indeed delusions about history. Their diagnosis of the 
1920s-30s could today be repeated in spades. Using Marx's own method of demystificatory analysis based 
on praxis, we can today see behind this over-reified image the ungainly bones of a theological pre-
established plan for mankind (directly inherited from Christianity through Hegel) sticking out.  

 

2. But if not progress, then what is it that makes history intelligible? What can be used to organise events 
into a story that makes sense? (Making sense  is to my mind "anthropologically" inescapable: what 
various PoMo Lyotards are saying in their epic story to end all epics -- bound to the same apocalyptic 
delusion which made US President Wilson believe he was entering a world war to end all wars -- is that 
nonsense makes sense to them: primarily, because both the World-Bank and the Marxian intelligibility or 
historicity do not make sense to them. Demonizing totality and essence means making ontology out of 
delight in panic disorientation.) Yet if history is a process rather than a final product, what are the forces 
or the collective agents in it, and what is their logic? It seems clear today that Marx's unconcluded opus 
does not give what we would be able to accept as an operative answer. But then, this difficulty is also, 
dialectically, an advantage, from which we may crystallise two major achievements and methodological 
lessons that set the stage for articulating any acceptable answer.  

 



2.1. First, I see no reason to retract the laudation of the Marxian demystification about whose inner logic I 
have written elsewhere.2/ I shall have more to say about the associated figures of removing a veil in 
Section 2.3. What this amounts to is quite akin to a procedure that Brecht will later develop as a stance of 
estrangement (Verfremdungseffekt). That is, once a configuration of phenomena has been described in a 
"normal" way -- i.e. as they immediately appear to the contemporary socialised eye, subsumed under the 
dominant alienated, bourgeois and positivistic, norms -- Marx sets out to demystify or demythologise 
them;  his analytic yield is to reveal a different configuration hidden behind or under, and even more 
precisely encoded within,  the phenomena. In other words, the norms of the initial description are to begin 
with, pragmatically,  not considered irrelevant since they represent the "commonsensical" hegemony from 
which one has to begin one's analysis in order to have a chance of making it both relevant and 
understandable; yet they are finally, axiologically, considered not as simply erroneous but as an alienation 
which is in itself significant and has to be accounted for (as it were by subtraction) in order to get at the 
really operative categories that permit an interventionist understanding. This Marxian proceeding refuses 
the bourgeois subject-object split: in a central example, the commodity objectively generates a fetishised 
world which is then rightly perceived by subjects  as reified and opaque; but the fetish draws its power 
from incessant alienation of surplus labour in the specific capitalist form of a market(able) equality and 
"freedom," and this alienation is also both collectively objective and distributively or serially subjective.   

The PoMo vogue, which possesses and is possessed by strong elective affinities with intellectual 
prohibitionism akin to psychic terrorism, would prohibit the positive turn of this demystification. 
Expressions such as "subjective and objective alienation" and others suggesting an operative assumption 
of reality as something to be understood and intervened into are in this vogue tabooed as "essentialist." 
The shrewdest tu quoque ("you too") formulation I am aware of, is Althusser's observation that "the total 
['expressive'] presence of essence in existence which reduces all opacity to zero ...makes us suspect the 
presence behind it of the tenebrous religious phantasm of epiphanic transparency" (1: 41).3/ And there is 
no doubt that Marx repeatedly envisages an inner structure (e.g. composed by economic relations) in a 
way which we would today wish to rephrase. Yet, obversely, washing one's hands of the world we live in 
and that lives in us is epistemologically, ethically, and  -- not least  -- politically futile. But the question is 
important and necessitates a little detour into the problem of essentialism, and later on of totality.  

 

2.2. Essence is one half of the doublet or pair "essence vs. appearance (or existence)," which stands as 
perhaps the longest unresolved quarrel in philosophy (cf. e.g. Marcuse). From a materialist point of view 
it sounds tempting to privilege appearance which, being here-and-now, seems immediately accessible to 
sensual perception. This can be done either in the nihilist (e.g. Buddhist) version of a bad appearance  -- 
we can never get beyond appearances, so reality can't be known at all; or in the phenomenological and 
indeed positivist version of a good appearance  -- appearance is reality, there is nothing else to know; 
people like Baudrillard hybridise this "hyper-reality" into a kind of nihilist phenomenology (cf. Hall 136). 
However, questions such as just what are the limits of any spatiotemporal present and just how sovereign 
may any perception be, lead into veritable minefields: semiotics has been grappling with them since 
ancient divination and Chinese or Greek medicine. But even outside these central epistemic conundrums, 
there are excellent reasons why taking appearance at face-value is suspect. First, it does not allow for 
human foresight and intervention outside of the present instant (so: no long-range agency). Second, even 
in the present instant it remains unclear which of the many facets of appearance  -- and how and why  -- to 
intervene into for a probable result (so: no strategic choices). Third, in a commodified and therefore 
fetishised world, where money and commodities are  "the alienated essence of people's work and 



existence" (Marx, tr. modified from Tucker ed. 48), direct experience is even more radically polluted (so: 
common sense is not to be trusted). Thence the no doubt partly justified downgrading of appearance as a 
naive or indeed degraded, merely "subjective," experience of or take on or view about reality, as opposed 
to "reality itself."  

But obversely, all approaches to essence, especially when it is postulated to exist independent of 
appearances,  are notoriously complex, difficult, and very often disappointing in their results (e.g. in 
Kant's noumena as opposed to the phenomena). The narrow (Cartesian or Positivist) rationalists and -- in 
an apparent paradox  -- the mystics, beginning with Plato, believe that the really real can be known 
directly without passing through appearance, either by logic or by direct mystical communion. While all 
of these stances may have useful or even admirable elements, none of them seems able to allow for 
lastingly intelligent agency. They all lead to rigid Aristotelian or monotheistic norms of what is "natural," 
therefore eternal and valuable, in a social order (see Jameson Seeds 33-34). Moreover,  the liberal or 
bourgeois version of strict essentialism bans concrete political questions from its abstract universality of 
what is "naturally human," treating them as accidents (cf. the good critique of Gould). Thus, one has to 
exclaim "a plague on both your houses!" about the strict essentialists and the strict existentialists. As 
Marx noted, "if the appearance and the essence of things directly coincided ...all science would be  
superfluous" (MEW 25: 825): we need both terms of this distinction, and its feedback dialectics, for any 
systematic cognition or understanding. This leaves us with the necessity to either find a place for essence 
in our knowledge or to invent some hitherto undreamt of new terms. The second alternative is not only 
uneconomic and strongly subject to privatization of language but also favours the pernicious extinction of 
historical memory, and is to be rejected.4/  

Thus, the real or demystified question becomes: Whence the dislike of essentialism anyway? What 
functions does it fulfil? Let me start, for example, from Jameson's most interesting and suggestive analogy 
between such antifoundationalism and economic circulation in post-Fordist capitalism with its "drive to 
liquidate inventories" (Seeds 41)  -- and I would include here the human "inventories" of full employment. 
If terms such as "exploitation" or "full employment" are demonised as essentialist, all opposition to 
savage capitalism is disarmed. So the tabooing of essentialism by the promoters of the "postmodern 
condition" turns out "to be the very paradigm of every sort of [buckling under and] compromise with the 
existing status quo" (Guattari 40), a godsend to World-Bank ideology.  Diachronically, it is a liberal habit 
stemming from the breakdown of fixed feudal "estates" and similar slots in the "historically unique 
democratization of oppression" (Chéla Sandoval, in Gardiner ed. 97), i.e. the  diffuse, more hypocritical, 
and much more "internalised" bourgeois oppression of our age. The intellectuals' anti-essentialism agenda 
today may well stem from a repugnance against being lumped together or identified with any kind of 
articulated collective, except the privatised and narcissistic identification with market competition and 
consumerism. PoMo, as Stuart Hall has well put it, "is about how the [intelligentsia] dreams itself to be 
'American'" (132), and its anti-essentialist  slogan has by now petrified "into a kind of norm in its own 
right ...wide open to the objection that it has itself become something of a dogmatic foundation..." 
(Jameson, Seeds 34-35).5 The quite indispensable hermeneutics of suspicion and demystification are 
either incomplete or counterproductive unless accompanied by the readiness for and attempts at 
reconstruction.  

A proper usage of essence, a term which I think signals a real unresolved problem within 
understanding, would then seem to be a "soft" one, open to historical practice and therefore limited both 
in time and in scope, in which essence is neither to be dogmatically rejected because it provides a 
movable focus permitting choice and agency nor dogmatically accepted as static, natural, and eternal. As 



Jameson has argued, such abstractions are a unique resource and way to escape the viscous confusion of 
immediacy, "a more global characterization of the secret affinities between those apparently autonomous 
and unrelated domains, and of the rhythms and hidden sequences of things we normally remember only in 
isolation and one by one."  He acknowledges the danger of confusing such a concept with the thing itself, 
that is, of surreptitiously perverting materialism into idealism. But he rightly concludes that "the escape 
from the nightmare of history, the conquest by human beings of control over the otherwise seemingly 
blind and 'natural' laws of socioeconomoc fatality, remains the irreplaceable will of the Marxist 
heritage..." ("Marxism" 35-37). My proposal for the proper usage of essentialism is to decisively reject the 
monotheist topology (taken over by bourgeois understanding in Cartesian, Lutheran or other guises) of 
identifying human or any other essence with a spheric interiority of the kernel-in-a-shell type (cf. 
Althusser 1: 44, 2: 174-75, and passim). As Sève repeatedly phrases it, human essence is "socially de-
centered." Our bon usage should therefore use essence simply as a supremely important "rational 
abstraction" which not only underlines the common traits of a subject and thus avoids repetition but 
furthermore allows us to define and intervene (first discursively and then pragmatically) into any subject 
at all. Not being the Truth -- a spherically internal, or polar or diametrical, opposite of empirical 
appearance -- this essence is only there as an indispensable mediation toward a richer concretization (see 
2.3 below). In human affairs -- history -- essences are created by actions of people, they are changeable or 
dynamic (cf. Gould 440-41).  

In this area, Marx is precisely the high point of a "Copernican revolution" in the whole European 
philosophical tradition, to the effect of seeing the essence as relational rather than substantive (Sève 331, 
also 194, 510-11, and passim). This relationality has a synchronic and a diachronic aspect. First, the 
essence of (e.g.) money, labour-power, production, class, exploitation or any other major concept is a 
nexus and a node of multiple, pluricausal interactions. One of the major necessities of a reasonable 
epistemology today is to discuss the conundrum of causality and get rid of the reified cause-effect dead-
end (and especially of using only the efficient cause, and most especially the single cause vs. complex 
effect) without throwing the baby of causality out with such a dirty bath: "Any historical event comes 
about," noted Brecht, "[...as a result of] contradictory tendencies, which were decided by struggle, this is 
much less than 'sufficient causes'" (20: 156), and further on he speaks of a "bundle of motives" (20: 157). 
In other words, I would argue that all complex concepts such as those above are  -- Marx stresses it time 
and again  -- not merely general or abstract, "horizontally" referring to each other as fixed pseudo-things 
in a closed and unfalsifiable doctrinal system, but also "vertical" feedbacks from and to dynamic material 
practices (see more in Suvin, "Cognitive").  When Marx refuses Feuerbach's fixedly "naturalised" or 
reified human species-essence and totality of species, a fixed idea of the whole German Idealism from 
Schelling to Schiller, he does so because it is an "internal and mute generality, which connects individuals 
in a merely natural way" (Theses on Feuerbach 6, tr. modified from Tucker ed. 109).  

Second, as against  such old-style philosophizing, history is not accidental and extrinsic to but 
constitutive of bodies and concepts:  

This sum of productive forces, [a historically created relation of individuals to nature and to 
one another,] capital funds and social forms of intercourse, which every individual and 
generation finds in existence as something given, is the real basis of what the philosophers 
have conceived as "substance" and "essence of man"... (The German Ideology, Tucker ed. 
128-29).  

In a vivid exemplum for our lives:  



The "essence" of the fish is its "existence," water -- to go no further than this one proposition. 
The "essence" of the freshwater fish is the water of a river. But the latter ceases to be the 
"essence" of the fish and is no longer a suitable medium of existence as soon as the river is... 
polluted by dyes and other waste products and navigated by steamboats... (ibid. 132) 

In sum, for Marx each essential concept  is "a generative process, [a] self-constructing dynamic" (Sève 
332, cf. Berman 93), which participates in the no doubt imaginatively constructed yet also reality-
constricted feedback with material bodies and processes. A good example would today be the difference 
between the simultaneously abstract and reified atom from the Greeks to Rutherford, as opposed to the 
infinitely subdivisible and recombinable dialectics of atom in 20th-Century physical sciences  -- whose 
"essential" existence nobody has nonetheless put into doubt, simply because operative physics 
functionally, strategically or epistemologically must have this concept. Thus, a Marxian essence is 
organised into formal topologies (see also Sève 328-33, and Suvin "Cognitive"): "human essence," 
concludes Thesis 6, "is an ensemble of social relationships." As such relationships change, with ever-
increasing speed under capitalism, essences or "natures" change too, prominently including human nature. 
That is a ground bass of Das Kapital.  

It is noteworthy that two among the central lines of epistemic insight in our century, namely the best 
formulations by Antonio Gramsci and Bertolt Brecht as well as by some  critics arising out of feminism, 
develop such a flexible "soft" essentialism. Among many of Gramsci's and Brecht's propositions of this 
kind (both also have "hard" essentialist statements), which foreground the role interest plays in such 
determinations (see also Marcuse 76), one for each might here suffice:  

every "truth"...has had practical origins and has represented a "provisional" value (historicity 
of every conception of the world and of life), ...without in so doing shaking the convictions 
that are necessary for action. (Gramsci 406) 

 ...truth has become  a commodity to such an extent, ...that the question "what is true" cannot 
be solved without answering the question "whom does this truth avail." Truth has become an 
entirely functional matter, something that does not exist (above all, not without people) but 
must be created in each case, certainly a means of production but a produced means! (Brecht 
20: 87) 

And the feminist theoreticians whom I take to be useful beyond the internal debates of that 
movement, picking their way through the antinomy between valorizing a women's standpoint and seeking 
equality, agree with Gayatri Ch. Spivak that we need a "strategic essentialism" used in a vigilant way in 
place of "the totally counter-productive gesture of repudiating it.... You pick up the universal that will 
give you the power to fight against the other side.... Whereas the great custodians of the anti-universal... 
are actually run by a great narrative even as they are busy protecting their theoretical purity by repudiating 
essentialism." (12)  Such a "weak" essentialism might perhaps be "based on the creative force of labor" 
(Weeks 299),  as "a performative discourse seeking to constitute a political effect and a political 
community" (Judith Butler quoted by Patricia Stamp in Gardiner ed. 88; many other examples could be 
found, beginning with bell hooks and Spivak).  

 

2.3. A second strong (and presently very useful) aspect in Marx's opus, and a central implication of his 
methodology, is that in fact there can be no final answers in a quickly changing history (i.e. after the 



Industrial Revolution/s). His central stance and concept of critique (e.g. the critique of commodity 
fetishism) constitutes a firm refusal of all static fixity, of any eternally natural categories and undialectical 
determinism (cf. Haug Pluraler, Balibar, Berman 20 and passim, Amariglio-Callari 56 and passim). 
(There is no dialectical determinism: there are only more or less strong tendencies that can succeed or be 
counteracted in a multicausal world.) This stance may be, e.g., educed from the definition of dialectics in 
Marx's Afterword to the second edition of Das Kapital in 1873, which is:  

a scandal and abomination to bourgeoisdom and its doctrinaire spokesmen because it includes 
into the positive understanding of the existing state of things at the same time also the 
understanding of the negation of that state, of its necessary decline; because it regards every 
form that came about as in fluid movement, thus also in its transient aspect; because it lets 
nothing impose upon it, and is in its essence critical and revolutionary. (28; tr. modified from 
McLellan ed. 420-21) 

Dialectics can only be found within a temporal horizon of a potentially different and a potentially better 
(less oppressive) set of human relationships. Obversely, "all categories that describe the given [historically 
mutable] form of existence... become 'ironic': they contain their own negation" (Marcuse 86). The stance 
of critique, which is necessarily always dialogical and ironical, is never absent in Marx, and it 
predominates wherever the level of concrete analyses (which was for Marx always the most important 
one) is his strategic choice: in the 18th Brumaire rather than in the Communist Manifesto, in Das Kapital 
(perhaps most clearly) rather than in the Preface to A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy of 
1859. In other words, rather than in the programmatic and thus inevitably schematic -- though still 
immensely stimulating -- summaries, Marx attained in such feedbacks, where the inductive verticality 
from actual messy historical processes intertwines with thought-experiments, the  maximal richness of all 
his concepts, as well as their maximal plasticity, visible in the modifications they underwent whenever 
new analytic exigencies arose. Marx himself defined this inductive-deductive methodology as going from 
an empirically superficial and/or banal conception first to "ever thinner abstractions," but then from such 
simplest conceptual determinations spirally back to a reconceptualised and enriched concreteness: "The 
concrete is concrete," he concluded, "because it is the concentration of many determinations, hence unity 
of the diverse" (Grundrisse 100-01, the last phrase coming as a direct quote from Hegel's Encyclopädie 
der philosophischen Wissenschaften and going towards Althusser's "overdetermination").  

It is one of Balibar's (and before him, W.F. Haug's) great merits that he has drawn attention to the 
methodological consequences arising from Marx's letters to Mikhailovsky and Zassulich in 1877-81 on 
whether Russia could jump from the medieval peasant commune directly to socialism, namely that "one 
has to descend from pure theory to Russian reality in order to discuss that"; that his historical discussion 
of capitalism in Western Europe is not "a general historico-philosophical theory of development... 
regardless of historical circumstances" but that it would have to be independently argued for a different 
geopolitical spacetime; and that the answer is finally a matter of possible political contingencies rather 
than predetermination  -- so that "the Russian commune can be saved by a Russian revolution" (MEW 19: 
108 and 926, English excerpts in McLellan ed. 571-80; cf. Haug Pluraler  44-46 and Balibar 105-07). The 
very linearity of historical time, indispensable for making it the space of progress, is here decisively 
doubted in favour of a Riemannian or Einsteinian "qualitative" dialectics of time (cf. Balibar 112) which 
depends on its constituent matter; this will be developed further by Ernst Bloch's reflections on the 
asynchronicity of global history as well as by Wallerstein's topology of the global centre vs. periphery. 
Thus, in order to discuss Marx's concepts in less than several hundred pages, the finite schemas have 
inevitably to be used  -- but not without correction by his most highly developed philosophical practice as 



in Das Kapital (cf. on this Balibar 91-94). These are bat times accompanied by sarcastic disclaimers such 
as the one in the letter to Mikhailovsky against applying the passe-partout master key of "a general 
historico-philosophical theory, the supreme virtue of which is to be supra-historical." That is why the 
early Marx's generous attempt to substitute the proletariat as "universal class" for the Chosen People of 
World History would not work even if the incidence of workers' resistance were happily much higher than 
it is, even if revolutions made in the name of and together with the working classes were still on the 
horizon: the whole constellation, notion or image is still within a monotheistic -- i.e. by definition a hard -
- essentialism.  

 

2.4. From this vantage point, it would be useful to attempt a differentiation within (and if you wish 
demystification of) the outcry against totality similar to that attempted above for anti-essentialism. It is of 
course possible to illegitimately reduce totality to what Althusser identifies as the Leibniz-Hegel (in fact, 
as he says in Vol. 1,  the monotheistic) "expressive" model, which presupposes that the whole that is 
being discussed "possess such a unity that each element of the whole, be that a material or economic 
determination, a political institution, or a religious, artistic or philosophical form, is always only the 
presence of the [essential] concept to itself in a given historical moment" (2: 40), so that at each such 
monadic moment it is possible to employ the equation "element" = "the inner essence of the whole" (cf. 
also Witt 748-49). What has thence come to be called "expressive totality"  -- though this somewhat 
unfortunate ellipse should properly be "totality with an expressive causality" (2: 173) -- is (as I argued in 
2.2) clearly to be rejected as a static, "bad" essentialism. However mediated and overdetermined the 
vivifying warmth of this Sun Deity may be, in Althusser it is, a "code word for Stalin" (Jameson, Political 
37), even if it is in the texts under discussion mainly applied to Lukács's History and Class 
Consciousness.7/ Before Althusser this was perhaps even more convincingly articulated by such 
undoubted totality-seekers as Bakhtin/Vološinov, Brecht, and Benjamin (e.g. in "The Author as 
Producer"). All of them protested against the Platonic impoverishment of experience, the reduction of 
new understanding to a re-cognition (anamnesis) of eternal Ideas, and the concomitant assumption of the 
text's author into the systematic heavens of prophetic transmission.8/ 

No doubt, interesting variants of predetermining reality can be found: it may become an illustration 
of what existed (or in fact, was believed to exist) earlier, or an indication of simple "underlying causes," 
or an onset or seed which is seen backward from its teleological perspective-point as a "baby figure of the 
giant mass/ Of things to come" (Shakespeare, Troilus and Cressida II.i  -- see Witt 755-56). But all of 
these allegories suppress agency and actors between its rigid poles, i.e. they suppress the possibility of a 
Blochian Novum, of something new and not previously known resulting from the existing; all of them 
occult the author's situation; and all of them fully subordinate and incorporate induction from possibly 
new practice to hegemonically deductive modes of thought handed down from the past.  

Again, there is no doubt that Marx had such a Hegelian or messianic heritage of combative "hard" 
essentialism and totality which he grew increasingly critical of but never quite outgrew (though even 
Hegel never quite articulated his "thick" arguments according to his programmatic essentialism but let all 
his decipherments of appearances function exclusively within history). However, the Althusserian or 
monotheistic totality is not the only, nor even the most important, model of totality available. In Marx, 
much more frequently and significantly, we are within Das Kapital confronted by two different ways of 
cognizing reality. A crucially ambiguous  case is one of outer appearance vs. inner laws of movement. I 
have discussed in Section 1 the unfortunate paleotechnic vocabulary of rigid laws, issuing forth with 



metallic ("iron," or in the original German in fact "brazen")  necessity, on the example of his Preface to 
Das Kapital (and cf. on this post-Cartesian and scientistic  dualism also, e.g., Das Kapital III, MEW 25: 
324, discussed in Witt 750-51).  But obversely, the more dialectical relation between veiling or mystifying 
and unveiling or manifesting, omnipresent in Marx from The Communist Manifesto through Das Kapital,  
usually does not rely on "laws" but on critical work constituting both these poles in an unceasing weaving 
back and forth between them (see for an extended discussion Angenot and Suvin). We could call these 
two models rock-solid vs. ocean-fluid: on the one hand, an uncritical linkage of notions (Vorstellungen) 
which follow a "common sense" that is usually more conceptual than sensual, and on the other hand a 
critical reasoning that reconstructs the given in its becoming, having become, and functioning -- as well as 
according to subversive norms of desire and value  -- into an articulated, fluid, and dialectically 
contradictory "concrete": "Beneath the apparently solid surface, they [the 1848 revolutions] betrayed 
oceans of liquid matter, only needing expansion to rend into fragments continents of hard rock" ("Speech 
at the Anniversary of the People's Paper,” Tucker ed., 427; and see on this remarkable passage Berman 
90 and passim). This is in fact the Marxian whole or totality (cf. Althusser 2: 43ff. and Haug Pluraler 49 
and passim). Marx's oscillation between the two models may be phrased also as his not having 
"adequately and articulately conceptualized (pensé) the ...theoretical implications of his theoretically 
revolutionary proceeding" (Althusser 2: 75).  

In that latter, fluid vein, totality is a twin of "system" -- and in particular, as already Durkheim 
pointed out (629-35), a synonym of the social system or society or, as Raymond Williams has repeatedly 
insisted, of "the whole social order." It is thus "an indispensable [family] name" for any generalised 
understanding today (Jameson, Late Marxism 28 and 29); and I would maintain that we need to strive for 
both extensive totality (understanding the capitalist world-system which beats Western trade unions by 
shifting to Taiwan or Georgia) and intensive totality (a standpoint able to see the shifting paradigms under 
the extension). After all, since a total, and negative, world-system exists beyond any reasonable doubt  -- 
let us take only the examples of the sale and use of arms and chemicals -- , to refuse thinking it as such is 
an act of imaginative and political abdication. It is just this that happened in the PoMo vulgate, which 
took to heart Lyotard's slogan "the answer is this: war on totality" (16). This is also why the PoMo 
horizons are singularly unhelpful and passé today: my answer is, qui totalitate ferit, totalitate perit  -- he 
who offends through denial of totality shall perish by that denial. Obversely, the present movement by 
many ex-Leftists of "back to Kant" (from whom we can no doubt learn much, including how to shun his 
dead ends) forgets the "quasi-religious motive behind [his] desire for an ultimate, unified reality" and all 
the antinomies of reconciling phenomena and noumena that he found must necessarily follow when one 
wishes to apply relativised stances to "hard" totality; Hegel's providential philosophy of history was then 
an attempt  to resolve such antinomies, and I doubt one escapes it by returning to its root cause (Hawkes 
71, and cf. 78-80).  

To the contrary, in our cultural theory Jameson's insistence on a dynamic and open-ended value-
horizon of possible totalization that yet critically refuses spatiotemporally closed totalities  -- "the absent 
totality that makes a mockery of us" ("Actually" 172, and cf. Late Marxism 26-31, 131-32, and 251) -- is a 
sine qua non  reference, a necessary presupposition for criticism and for positive counter-proposals, 
indeed for any politics of social transformation. Such a totality is not expressive of any divine essence or 
ultimate end, but on the contrary, as I argued earlier, resolutely divorced from any imaginary spheric 
centrality analogous to Christian soul or Ptolemeian Earth. However, it is only thinking about one finite 
matter  -- best as an ensemble of shifting relationships  -- that enables us to grasp it at all. If my argument 
about essence is found persuasive, the analogous conclusion about totality seems to necessarily follow: 



whatever has a (however dynamic) essence also has some (however provisional) defining limits and thus 
constitutes a whole.  

In other words, just as for essence, we can and have to use an epistemological or hermeneutic but 
not an ontological totality: this trope is quite indispensable in understanding anything and everything, 
even though not present in any "deep" or "interior" way within an Engelsian "(dialectics of) Nature." As 
Brecht lucidly remarked, in a note called "Totality" from the 1930s: "In fact, we can only construct, make, 
put together a totality, and this should be done quite openly, but following a plan and for a given purpose" 
(20: 131).  Symmetrically obverse, I understand open-endedness in Jameson's and Marx's sense not as 
liberal pluralism or simply mush, but as a Brechtian productive doubt entailing an articulated stance and 
clear  value-horizon. The resulting inescapable totality is always provisional; it is an epistemic category 
which should not, in Williams's terms, "as so often in idealist thought..., almost unnoticed, become [a] 
substantive description..." (80). Yet it, simultaneously, remains operative  for this constellation as well as 
necessarily wedded to change, consubstantially with a dynamically changeable stance or bearing in order 
to render justice to the coming about of different situations and to the agent's self-reflection and self-
correction (cf. Suvin "Brecht").  

 

3. In sum, we have to read Marx's opus as a rich and uneven force-field. His rupture with traditional 
philosophy had not resulted in a monolithic system. Nonetheless, it certainly included an aspect and 
stance of deterministic scientism, founded in his hopeful enthusiasm of the 1840s and echoed as late as 
the 1867 Preface to Das Kapital. This proved an inspiration but also finally a snare to the socialist 
movements in the century after his death: it answered their legitimate need for clear and simple slogans, 
but it also easily slid into a pernicious impoverishment and doctrinaire encapsulation toward which the 
monotheistic "Marxists" had tended since the late Engels and which was consummated in Stalinism. Yet 
in Marx this stance went always hand in hand with, and by the time of Das Kapital became on the whole 
superseded by, his "thick" effort of a demystificatory critique of ruling illusions and capitalist fetishism, 
advancing finally toward a dynamic and unceasingly renewing, open-ended illumination. The result is a 
plurality of stances unified by Marx's constant horizon of revolutionary practice as the agency needed to 
rid people of devastating capitalist exploitation of human labour. However, this oscillating and in many 
respects even contradictory plurality-in-unity, arising out of his reflection on changing phases of capitalist 
power during his lifetime and in particular out of the defeats of the revolutionary hopes both in 1848 and 
in 1871, "in no way signifies a weakness of Marx's" (Balibar 6).  

At the end, I would like to return the reader, with what I hope is some additional illumination, to 
what I began with. I hold that if we cannot accept the deterministic Marx, we cannot do either without 
such a final horizon, to be read out of and no doubt also partly read into Marx. I accept Guattari's 
characterization of our historical moment:   

A certain idea of progress and of modernity has gone bankrupt, and in its fall it has dragged 
along all confidence in the notion of emancipation through social action. At the same time 
social relations have entered an ice age: hierarchy and segregation have solidified, poverty and 
unemployment tend now to be accepted as inevitable evils... (40).  



Nonetheless, especially in our time, the heritage which the Manifesto of the Communist Party was willing 
to accept from the revolutionary bourgeoisie, today taken as hope and horizon to be devoutly striven for 
rather than as prophecy, remains the quite indispensable beacon:  

All fixed, rusted-in circumstances, with their train of ancient and venerable notions and 
opinions, are swept away, all new-formed ones become antiquated before they can ossify. All 
that is solid melts into air, all that is holy is profaned, and people are at last compelled to face 
with sober senses their position in life and their relations to each other. (tr. modified from 
Tucker ed. 338) 

Facing soberly our position in life, we cannot cease talking (e.g.) of labour-power and production, 
and how they provide the stuff of human reproduction, i.e. of history, of its hegemonic occultation, and 
some of its central -- finally no doubt revolutionary -- tensions: they are, after all, verified daily even in 
the somewhat epicyclic regions of our work in academia. All such essences and totalities are, I repeat, not 
ontological realities but epistemic tools: as Nagarjuna put it about analogous problems in Buddhism, "the 
feeble-minded are destroyed by the misunderstood doctrine as by a snake ineptly seized by the tail rather 
than by the neck" (in Loy 59, and cf. Inada). Thus, we cannot do without operative synonyms for essence 
and totality  -- providing we never fail to supply their limits of validity for each particular case under 
discussion.  

 

Notes  

 

1/ My reflections are much indebted to Balibar's stimulating La philosophie de Marx (as well as to Haug, 
Jameson, and Witt). Thinking back to my first acquaintance with Althusser's and his Lire "le Capital," I 
remember my centrally negative reaction to its scientism, as in the famous epistemological break between 
the young humanistic and mature "scientific" Marx (later repudiated both by a self-critical Althusser and 
by Balibar). I still regret this work's insistence on scientificity, and its exclusive horizon of conceptuality 
as epistemic criterion, when the best analyses in it indicate that totality and other matters should also be 
discussed as topological discursive necessities (cf. e.g. 2: 329). But it is obvious today that the very 
foundational gesture of rereading Das Kapital -- as well as some useful loosening of determinist 
orthodoxy, such as the rejection of the subject-object split and the structures with shifting dominance 
which their strong and complex reading found -- must have emboldened my constant if awe-stricken 
preoccupation with this masterpiece of Marx’s. One of the consequences of reading it closely is that I 
shall be in this Part 2 citing it in my own translation. (All other non-attributed translations are also mine.) 
Let me add that the territory I am attempting to sketch in for my own purposes, and much too rapidly, is of 
course a well-traversed one. In particular the debate about Marx's supposed scientism has raged from the 
19th Century to the present day, since it is centrally a political debate about the claims to predictive 
authority by movements claiming to follow Marx. I assume that documenting the echoes of and/or 
dissents from many earlier writers would unduly clutter up this essay.  

 

2/ Instead of discussing Derrida's book on Specters of Marx, his conclusion about Baudelaire's pamphlet 
will be approvingly cited: "The critique or polemic of 'The Pagan School' would have the virtue of 



demystification. The word is no longer fashionable but it does seem to impose itself in this case, does it 
not? It is a matter of unfolding the mystagogical hypocrisy of a secret, putting on trial a fabricated 
mystery...." (112) 

 

3/ Althusser does not here directly address Marx, and elsewhere confines his critiques to the "young, 
humanist" Marx; cf. for direct critiques of Capital, among many others, Cutler et al. See also 2.3.  

 

4/ While some central stances of Durkheim appear today too limited, we can still profit from his 
observations that:  

The categories of human thought are never fixed in any one definite form; they are made, 
unmade, and remade incessantly; they change with places and times. (21) 

[The categories are not] very simple notions which the first comer can very easily arrange 
from his own personal observations, [but] priceless instruments of thought which human 
groups have laboriously forged through the centuries.... A complete section of the history of 
humanity is resumed therein. (27) 

 

5/ In a work to my surprise often invoked on the Left, Laclau and Mouffe's misnamed Hegemony and 
Socialist Strategy, the authors have totally equated Marxian theory  with economic determinism. Their 
shell-shocked hyper-essentialism in the guise of radical anti-essentialism concludes that Marx's key 
concepts of labour-power as commodity, of class, and of exploitation have to be totally rejected. While it 
may be in places useful to look at some insights from their critiques of orthodox Marxism (both social-
democratic and Leninist), though even those have since been superseded by better critiques, I totally reject 
their framework, tone, and conclusions. Even this note would not be necessary except for their (to my 
mind incorrect) claim to speak as radical democrats and indeed socialists. Yet their banner of anti-
essentialism logically leads them to anti-socialism (cf. a similar conclusion by Stabile 284-85, which 
identifies their position as that of privileged intellectuals bidding to become a new center for political 
struggle, and the painstaking critique by Haug Pluraler 41-47).  

 

6/ That Brecht is to be taken quite seriously as a critic not only of theatre or even of culture but also of our 
epoch and épistémé has been a well-kept secret among the specialists, but should become apparent as 
soon as Haug's Philosophieren is made accessible in English.  

 

7/ This work on the whole merits it, though I have argued (in Suvin, "Lukács")  that Lukács is not a dead 
dog, and I agree with Jameson that even History and Class Consciousness still carries many lessons for 
today. 



 

8/ But nonetheless, there also undoubtedly exist "expressive" totalities, e.g. all Euro-American works of 
art between the Middle Ages and Modernism. The Leibniz-Hegel mistake was to illegitimately 
extrapolate such "soulful" construct (cf. Suvin "Soul") from art to State, a procedure then foregrounded by 
Burckhardt for the Renaissance.  
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