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3
Preface to Part I

We should have seen it coming, but some corners of history are hard to peer around. Like a seawall swept aside by a storm surge, planetary climate change is washing away some of our firmest illusions. The illusion that the natural world is an inert stage upon which the human drama unfolds, for instance: Gone for good. An ancient truth has reasserted itself: Human history is inseparable from nature. Like our past, the future is natural-historical.

This book is written for those who seek neither the comfort of a simple explanation for our planetary crisis nor ten easy steps to solve it. It offers, instead, a theoretical approach to the natural history of our present condition. I start from the proposition that no meaningful account of our crisis can ignore the fact that we, Homo sapiens, evolved—like every other species—within ecosystems and environments undergoing constant change. Seen in this light, the fact that humans are presently “adapting to climate change” (as is often said) is nothing new. Understood in Charles Darwin’s terms, adaptation is ceaseless and inherent to all life. One of Darwin’s great contributions was to help us understand that no animal, no plant, no species—no life—is a fixed thing, but only the capricious result of complex historical transformations. So, of course, humans are adapting. Such is life. What is truly novel today in our world is the rapid pace and scale of these changes. To appreciate these magnitudes requires a sense of proportion which is difficult to obtain, for we have no 4meaningful reference point for this moment in the natural history of our species.

In the preface to his most important work, Capital, volume I, Marx writes that he takes “the development of society’s economic formation as part of natural history.”1 The End could be read as an extended commentary upon this strange statement of Marx’s. It is strange because no one reads Capital as a work of natural history. There are neither tortoises nor finches. Nonetheless, I will take Marx at his word and credit him with establishing a means to locate capitalism within the earth’s natural history, which is an achievement—I think there are grounds to call it a scientific discovery—that is essential for humanity today. To bear this out, I will elaborate what we may call the Marxian natural history standpoint in three steps. In part I, I explain what this standpoint is and how it emerged from Marx and Darwin. In part II, I show how this analytic operates in Capital. In Part III, I put this approach to work to answer fundamental questions facing humanity today: How did the capitalist form of society come into existence? What consequences might a Marxian natural-historical approach have for our understanding of the philosophy of history, human nature, and human consciousness? Finally, how might we address the planetary crisis politically?

I am hardly alone in posing such questions or attempting to answer them with Marx. We are presently experiencing a widespread renaissance in ecological Marxist thought. Important works have been written by, for instance, Paul Burkett, John Bellamy Foster, and Kōhei Saitō—the so-called Monthly Review school—and other ecological Marxists.2 I have learned a great deal from this literature, and I regard this book as a contribution to it. Yet, by my reading, previous works of ecological Marxism have not given due emphasis to natural history. Moreover, the critique of 5Marx’s anthropocentrism needs to be confronted more effectively.3 To do so, we should follow Marx’s lead and treat Darwin’s approach to evolution as a means to study the economic forms of human society, beginning with capitalism. In this way, ecological Marxism can address the critique of anthropocentrism by taking as its object of analysis not humans per se, nor capital, but evolving socio-economic formations.


The Argument

My aim is to provide my readers with a natural-historical perspective on our planetary crisis. I use “planetary crisis” for the combined crisis we face today, which presents itself in multiple dimensions, including rapid global heating, the sixth great extinction, yawning economic inequality, and threat of world war. If we accept that the roots of this crisis lie in the capitalist form of society, where does Marx’s thought lead us?

Confronting this question brings serious challenges. We are entering a phase of ecological and climate change without precedent in human history, yet the prospects for revolutionary change today are bleak. Facing this impasse, people everywhere are frantically clamoring for a way through the ruins of liberalism. Many, swayed by the ideologues of fossil capital, find the answer in reactionary authoritarianism.4 Others 6rebel to stop business as usual: Stop Oil Now, Extinction Rebellion, Fridays for Future, and so on. Few on either side seem to believe that humanity can get out of this trap. We feel stuck; we are stuck. Many on the Left write of exhaustion and hopelessness.5 Natural scientists place odds on the extinction of our species. The doomsday clock stands at ninety seconds to midnight.6

We cannot understand our present condition without a conception of natural history—and of how capitalism and climate change have brought humanity to a turning point within that history. To reset the doomsday clock it will be helpful to revisit Marx with Darwin and assess how we got here.

Consider global heating. Past climate change was a critical factor in the evolution of Homo sapiens and our becoming the dominant species on the planet. It follows that we must reconsider climate politics as an element of Earth’s natural history. Grounding ourselves in natural history also provides a bracing technique for our psychological challenges: It can only strengthen our grip on our self-understanding as human beings living at a critical time within a distinctive socio-natural form. Such an approach requires drawing up a much broader balance sheet of forces than we are accustomed to. We need to draw up an entirely different ledger.

Marx remains an essential thinker for this task. In his early writings, he called for a natural history of humanity, but his argument remained highly abstract—a critique of the philosopher Hegel. Things changed after 1860 when Marx read Darwin’s Origin of Species. Marx immediately recognized the significance of this book for his approach and, over the next few years, developed a distinctly powerful conception of the natural history of capitalism. Many Marxists since then have noted Marx’s debt to Darwin, but it has been downplayed. An ecological, Darwinist Marxism did not fit with Marxism-Leninism. Marx could be a brutal critic and wrote with acid, even about those thinkers he learned a great deal from. He had his criticisms of Darwin too, particularly of his method. But Marx called Darwin’s work “splendid,” even “epoch-making.”

Among other contributions, then, I hope to clarify how Marx’s reading of Darwin influenced his understanding of natural history and 7capitalism. His analysis can help us confront climate change as a political problem by bringing us back to fundamental questions: How are we to grasp what is distinctive about human society vis-à-vis nature? What, if anything, marks the distinctive historical events or processes that have reshaped these relations? Where, in short, do we stand today in the earth’s natural history? How could Marx’s natural-historical standpoint inform our understanding of the political economy of climate change and the potential for systemic change in response to the crisis? If ecological Marxism is to progress, it must answer such questions clearly.

Marx had, I think, the right approach: To resolve such questions through a natural-historical critique. Of course, no ultimate resolution is possible, because—to draw a term from Antonio Gramsci, one of those thinkers who rediscovered Marxian natural history circa 1932—a rigorous approach to Marxist analysis does not historicize events on the basis of pregiven categories but historizes the categories as well. The resulting method, which Gramsci calls “absolute historicism,” has only one ultimate guarantor, which is that it is deployed in an ever-evolving world, roiled constantly by struggle.7 That was one of Darwin’s key insights; we should hold on to it.



On Natural History

Not long ago, natural history was the name of a discipline, a means of organizing knowledge. It encompassed a number of fields of science—geology, biology, geography, anthropology, history, and so on—that we now regard as distinct. Prior to their separation, natural history described a discipline concerning the history of nature and the role of 8nature in history.8 Today, the elements of this discipline have been redistributed.9 Vestiges of the discipline remain in museums of natural history: Storehouses for dinosaur bones, mineral samples, and fading dioramas portraying early humans. Do such places have something to teach us about capitalism and the climate crisis?10

Before Darwin, one of the fundamental questions in natural history was the place of the human being: Most Enlightenment thinkers, following the Greeks, categorized the human being as distinct from other beings. The capacious style of thinking prompted by natural history opened the way to inquire into the nature of humans. Questions like “What is the natural history of human beings?” and “How do the interrelations of 9humans relate to human relations with Earth?” were prompted by the development of thought into the history of the earth and the different ways humans lived in different environments.

To be clear, I am not interested in defending a discipline, and I am not trying to redraw disciplinary boundaries. My aim is rather to retrieve and to recharge the tradition of natural-historical thinking to help us gain a stronger grasp on our planetary crisis. The basic value of the concept may be simply stated: In natural history, nature is subsumed into history, and history is subsumed into nature. From the standpoint of natural history, neither category has any absolute meaning apart from the other. Moreover, in principle, natural history knows no telos; it knows no cause, either. To affirm natural history today means to deny teleology, to constantly transpose nature into history and vice versa, and to affirm the possibility for a change in the form of any given structure.11 Hence, I endorse the definition of Marxism once provided by Kōjin Karatani: “To describe how the relationships between nature and humans as well as among humans themselves transformed/developed throughout history.”12

To read Marx as a natural historian at this moment of planetary crisis is to invite some pessimistic thoughts. But it is not as if, all hope of emancipation having been lost, all that remains is to paint a memento mori with a skull and a worn copy of Capital. Genuine pessimists do not write books—there would be no point. While I am deeply concerned about the planetary crisis, I remain hopeful about the prospects for humanity, assuming that we can escape the grip of our present social formation.10

Reactionary and conservative thinkers often criticize Marx and Darwin for rejecting teleology and challenging religious truth. The situation with liberal thinkers is more complex. Liberals celebrate Darwin (albeit abstractly) and dismiss Marx on political grounds, freighting both thinkers with misleading stereotypes:


Darwin = naturalizes the ethic of “survival of the fittest” and social inequality

Marx = economic determinist, loves the state, godfather of political tyranny



Whereas I claim:


Darwin historicizes variation of biological forms (species)

Marx historicizes variation of forms of human society (socio-economic formations)



The liberal stereotypes repress the essential commonality of Marx and Darwin and thereby devalue a critical analytical tool for explaining our world.

There is another reason that some on the Left do not talk about evolution or Darwin: Some of these ideas have come to be linked with a conservative, essentialist conception of race and sex. To avoid possible misunderstandings, let me say this: We must oppose racism, sexism, and biological essentialism. Are our strategies for opposing these enriched by disavowing Darwinism? No. Confronting a capitalist world divided by racism, sexism, and so on requires a perspective that is informed by the science of human evolution. Here is it important to recall that far too many people lack a foundational science education and that evolution in particular has never been accepted by many. There is a good reason that Marx and others on the Left immediately embraced Darwin’s theory while the Right reacted against it: The idea had revolutionary implications for humanity’s conception of our natural history.13 Unfortunately, we have not yet cultivated those revolutionary implications.
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A Strange Idea

Shortly after the Nazi breakthrough in the July 1932 German federal election, with conservative reaction and cancer conspiring against his life, Sigmund Freud wrote some essays, published as New Introductory Lectures on Psychoanalysis. The collection ends with a lecture on the formation of one’s Weltanschauung, or conception of the world. Freud examines the psychological factors that shape how we see the world and how our conception of the world makes us who we are.14 After elaborating the contributions of his theory to this understanding, he considers two radical perspectives distinct from psychoanalysis—alternative viewpoints, competitors to his own. The first, anarchism, Freud dismisses. The second, he writes, “has to be taken far more seriously”: This is “Karl Marx’s investigations into the economic structure of society.”15 Freud’s discussion of Marx is respectful. He acknowledges that Marx’s ideas “have in our days acquired an undeniable authority.” He even raises his criticism of Marx cautiously: Certain assertions by Marx, he writes, “have struck me as strange.”16 Marx made millions of assertions in his lifetime. Freud could have opened any one of the hundreds of texts Marx wrote and found an assertion that could be construed as strange. But the specific assertion that Freud uses as his first illustration is: “the development of forms of society is a process of natural history”—this is the claim of Marx’s that struck Freud as strange.

A strange assertion, indeed! Made even stranger for appearing in the preface to Capital, a book that was not read as natural history (in Marx’s day, nor Freud’s). But appearances—as Marx and Freud both teach us—can be deceiving. If we can come to read Capital as a book that belongs on the same bookshelf as Darwin’s Origin, then things about Capital become less strange, such as the theory of human overpopulation that constitutes Capital’s scientific conclusion (see chapter 5).

One of the major natural-historical themes of Capital concerns the separation of humans from the land on which they live. While I agree 12with Kōhei Saitō that “Marx consistently bestowed a central role in his critique of modern society to the problem of the ‘separation’ of humans from the earth,” this critique is only developed in Capital.17 The reason for this is that “Marx was not thinking ‘ecologically’ when he first attempted to develop his critique of capitalism.”18 I concur. Yet, while Saitō demonstrates that Marx’s thought became more ecological in the 1860s, he has not provided a compelling explanation for why this occurred.19 He implies that it came about when Marx studied Justus von Liebig, leading Marx to use the concept “metabolism” more prominently. Yet Marx had already used “metabolism” for sixteen years before it took on a fundamentally new meaning in Capital.20 Rather, I argue, what led Marx to think more ecologically in the 1860s was Darwin. Marx’s early thought centers upon the relations between humans and nature. As I show in chapter 1, Marx’s critique of Hegel centered precisely on these relations. However, Marx’s critique of Hegel could not be 13completed in the 1840s because of Marx’s inability to conceive of human history in an evolutionary sense. Marx could not conceive of this for a reason that is easy for us to miss today: Darwin’s explanation of evolution had not yet been published. It was only after Marx read Darwin that his thinking exhibited the ecological and world-historical character rightly celebrated by Saitō and other ecological Marxists.

But set Marx aside for a moment. During the early to mid-1860s—the period immediately following Darwin’s great work—a flowering of natural-historical studies occurred across Europe, including Liebig but also many others.21 This was a time of roiling debate not only of the validity of Darwin’s hypothesis (a “hypothesis” since it was far from widely accepted) but also about the anatomical relationship between gorillas and humans, the morality of Darwin’s implied critique of religious metaphysics, the implications of evolution for the philosophy of history, the role of sexuality and gender in primate and human evolution, and more. These debates are less intense today, but they continue.

My argument concerning Darwin’s influence upon Marx is not widely accepted. Naomi Beck, for instance, writes that “Marx’s objective could not have been further from Darwin’s,” that “the similarities between Darwin’s ideas and [Marx’s] ideological discourse were only superficial,” and that “Darwin’s theory fulfilled for [Marx] only the function of a pretext and was not in reality connected with [his] views.”22 David Stack finds that Marx represents “the death knell of social explanations rooted 14in natural history” and that his “use of Darwin, such as it was, was occasional [and] inconsequential.”23 Gareth Stedman Jones writes that Marx “accepted Darwin’s importance” but was not “excited” by Origin and that Marx’s “acknowledgments were somewhat backhanded.”24 Claims like these (which could be multiplied) provide an analytical mandate for this book.

Yet my desire to rethink Marx with Darwin derives less from academic debates than from our planetary crisis, which demands fresh approaches to old questions. By showing that Darwin influenced Marx in productive ways, I aim to strengthen our understanding of this crisis, which—like all problems rooted in our inability to imagine alternatives—should be met by creative questioning and collective experimentation.
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1
Marx Before Darwin


Marx in Paris

Our world proclaims certain principles—freedom, popular sovereignty, the dignity of all—that are not generally upheld. One might reasonably ask whether democratic governance or dignified livelihoods could be maintained in a world where the wealthiest 1 percent own half of everything, and when we peer into the future, it is difficult to envision the achievement of universal human rights on a planet wracked by flooding, fires, and war. Capitalist modernity is thus rent by a deep chasm between its ideals and its lived expression. We know these contradictions well, but we keep believing in freedom. We reaffirm the aspirations declared in the charter that established the United Nations in 1945, such as “universal respect for, and observance of, human rights and fundamental freedoms for all without distinction as to race, sex, language, or religion”; likewise those articulated in the UN Universal Declaration of Human Rights of 1948, which insists upon the “recognition of the inherent dignity and of the equal and inalienable rights of all members of the human family,” including “the right to security in the event of unemployment.”1

Historically speaking, these are recent and novel claims. They are fruit of Enlightenment philosophy, which was (to simplify) the result of 16social transformations in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries produced by the emergence of capitalist social relations and battles surrounding the formal political emancipation of subaltern groups. The social changes that generated those ideas—culminating, among other things, in those UN declarations—were swift enough to generate confidence that the momentum would enable us to build a world of equality and collective emancipation. We are a long way from achieving those goals. There are grounds for skepticism that we may ever get there. Nevertheless, we can find ample testaments to the belief that we should build a world that rests upon the foundation of emancipation, equality, and dignity for all.

Karl Marx was a child of the Enlightenment. His thinking only makes sense if we remember that he shared this belief in equality and freedom. Marx made two great contributions to the Enlightenment tradition: First, to provide a historical critique of its presuppositions; second, to show that collective emancipation required the reorganization of social life. Capitalism, he demonstrated, had brought about huge advances in our productive capacities, scientific understanding, and the interconnection of peoples around the world—all to be celebrated. Yet while liberal thinkers proclaimed ideals of freedom and equality, bourgeois society fell far short in realizing them (Marx’s book Capital explains why). Marx joined others is calling for the transformation of capitalist society; he sketched a new socio-economic form, communism, organized through networked associations of producers and consumers, to achieve these aims. When communists tried to construct such societies during the nineteenth century, they tended to make communes that were too small to withstand the entropic forces unleashed by capitalist modernity. When Marxist-Leninists tried to create communist societies in the twentieth century (first in the USSR), they created powerful states and armies to defend from attack by capitalist states. The result were state-centered societies that could not overcome the capitalist organization of economic life (state capitalism). This was never Marx’s goal.

Today, we are in a position to return to Marx’s Enlightenment ideals and critique of capitalism and to consider our prospects from a fresh perspective. Indeed, we must do so, for our planetary crisis shows that humanity has reached a dead end.
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Hegel, Marx, and history

Marx’s critique of capitalist society cannot be fully appreciated without considering his debts to Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770–1831). By emphasizing the social, historical, and intersubjective dimension of all human knowledge and experience, Hegel radicalized Kant’s transcendental critique and generated a fertile conceptual language for philosophical reflection. Hegel’s influence appears throughout Marx’s writings, and the influence is often so fundamental as to justify claims that Hegel’s philosophical project determined Marx’s. Certainly, Marx’s critical approach to philosophy and history reveals Hegel’s abiding influence, and Marx’s conceptions of abstraction, contradiction, and dialectic begin with Hegel. Nevertheless, Marx was not Hegel, and the student went much further than the teacher in explaining our world. While this book will not end the debates about Marx’s debts to and departures from Hegel, by emphasizing the influence of Darwin to this story, I aim to contribute to them in one respect. I contend that a kernel of Marx’s critique of Hegel’s philosophy was that he found it to be teleological, which Marx could not accept.

Scholars do not agree as to whether Hegel was a teleological thinker. Hegel can be read to mean that history is the unfolding of Geist (spirit) toward itself without end (where the movement of consciousness adopts a sort of circular form), so, by one reading, there is no telos: By this reading, Hegel does not provide us with teleology, but science. I reject this, first, for what may be a naïve objection: I have never been able to understand Hegel’s use of terms like “Geist” and “Absolute Spirit” without thinking that he really means God. More importantly for my book’s argument, Marx’s texts from the 1840s show that Marx found Hegel to be teleological and recognized that this was a problem. But here the plot thickens because many have accused Marx of teleological thinking.2 I agree that Marx inherited elements of teleological 18thinking from Hegel. Yet I contend that Marx overcame them in the 1860s as one element of a broader shift in his thinking about capitalism, history, and our world. To develop this claim, I will focus on Marx’s departure from Hegel’s philosophy of nature and history, for it is upon these grounds that Marx cleared a path toward natural history.3

The books by Hegel most closely associated with Marx are the Phenomenology (1807) and Logic (1812–16), abstract philosophical works in which (among other things) Hegel provides his conceptions of being, reason, dialectic, abstraction, and absolute idealism.4 These works influenced Marx (although how, and with what effect, remain a matter of much dispute); but I will emphasize Marx’s engagement with Hegel’s philosophy of history, introduced in Hegel’s Philosophy of Right (1821) and enunciated through a series of lectures that Hegel delivered during the 1820s at the University of Berlin.5 After Hegel died in 1831, his audience split into competing schools of thought, with two poles: The left-and right-wing Hegelians. The debates surrounding the meaning of Hegel’s thought were fundamental to Marx’s intellectual 19development; his early philosophical formation began as a Left Hegelian. It is impossible to understand Marx’s standpoint with respect to natural history without considering Hegel’s influence, therefore.

Hegel was one of the first modern thinkers to examine nature and history and to make them central to his philosophical project.6 Among philosophers, Hegel is unusual for attributing meaning to history and his contention that the grasping of this meaning is an essential philosophical act. For Hegel, being is defined as a perpetually unfolding historical process; at each stage, being is in conflict with itself, negates itself, and thereby propels itself forward. But this historical process is not random, for Hegel discerned indications of progress, particularly in the development of reason.7 Hegel posited that this development was tending toward a specific telos: A point at which reason would be able to know itself as Geist, a word that is usually (however imperfectly) translated as “spirit.”8

Hegel discerned a tripartite distinction in historiography. He begins with an intuitive and familiar distinction: Original history, comprised of accounts written by direct observers; reflective history, in which observers reflect upon events to produce a narrative about the past and its relation to the present.9 Then Hegel posits a third type, philosophical history, 20which stems from the recognition that “the business of history”—the duty of documenting “what is and has been, actual occurrences”—is inherently set against philosophy, which is fundamentally about questioning the meaning of things, encompassing all that is and has been. If history means simply recording what happened, it is anti-philosophical and can contribute nothing to reflection. Conversely, philosophical reflection without knowledge of “what is and has been” will remain hopelessly abstract. One might think that the solution to this challenge is simply to mix history and philosophy, but Hegel’s point is that, if the two are defined in opposition to each other, blending is already precluded. His philosophical history confronts this challenge through a definite set of propositions. First, philosophy brings to history the conception of “Reason [as] the Sovereign of the World; that the history of the world therefore, presents us with a rational process.”10 This proposition could be taken to mean that everything that happens is rational and therefore morally justified. Hegel’s view is more complex. He sought to grasp history as reason unfolding, historically accounting for itself as the fulfillment of spirit:


Reason is the substance of the Universe; viz. that by which and in which all reality has its being and subsistence … While it is exclusively its own basis of existence, and absolute final aim, it is also the energising power realising this aim; developing it not only in the phenomena of the Natural, but also of the Spiritual Universe—the History of the World. That this “Idea” or “Reason” is the True, the Eternal, the absolutely powerful essence; that it reveals itself in the World, and that in that World nothing else is revealed but this and its honour and glory—is the thesis which, as we have said, has been proved in Philosophy and is here regarded as demonstrated.11



This is Hegel playing absolute idealism in the key of philosophy of history. To put it formulaically, the history of reason’s realization = realization of the history of reason. Reason’s development culminates in a fulsome self-consciousness of spirit. One might describe this 21conception of reason and history as dialectical, where the two comprise a unity of difference, defined through an immanent opposition, developing into itself as itself.

Hegel justifies philosophical history on the grounds that, among the three forms of historiography, it alone grasps historical reality at this level of understanding. Regardless of whether we agree that it could be executed in the fashion Hegel intended or not, his act of positing philosophical history was crucial for Marx; by doing so, Hegel called into question history’s basic conditions of possibility. Even if we do not accept Hegel’s elucidation of the relationship between the growing self-awareness of consciousness and the course of history towards its “absolute final aim,” as “the True, the Eternal, reveals itself in the World,” by thematizing the relationship of reason and history as a philosophical problem, Hegel made an important contribution.

Hegel’s understanding of the task of philosophy had great influence on Marx’s early self-conception. But Marx substituted social relations for Hegel’s spirit and proposed to explain the immanent development of these relations through the contradictions of class struggle. In time, Marx’s approach to history would cross over the three levels of Hegel’s schema as he sought grounds for history’s realization in communism.12 This is not the only sense in which Marx could be said to develop Hegel’s philosophy of history. Hegel’s approach inspired Marx’s conception of the history of humanity constituting itself through a developmental process of perpetual negation. As Marx wrote in 1844:


The outstanding achievement of Hegel’s Phänomenologie and of its final outcome, the dialectic of negativity as the moving and generating principle, is … that Hegel conceives the self-creation of man as a process, conceives objectification as loss of the object, as alienation and as transcendence of this alienation;13 that he thus grasps the essence of labour 22and comprehends objective man … as the outcome of man’s own labour. The real, active orientation of man to himself as a species-being, or his manifestation as a real species-being (i.e., as a human being), is only possible if he really brings out all his species-powers—something which in turn is only possible through the cooperative action of all of mankind, only as the result of history—and treats these powers as objects: And this, to begin with, is again only possible in the form of estrangement.14



Marx uses “species-being” here in contradistinction to Hegel’s spirit: for Marx, it is species-being, not spirit, which is realized through history. Marx took this concept from Ludwig Feuerbach’s 1841 critique of Hegel, The Essence of Christianity, in which humans are defined (in contrast to other animals) by our self-consciousness “as a member of a species.”15

Still, the question remains to what extent Marx remained loyal to Hegel’s thought. This question is often answered like this: While Marx initially adopted a left-wing interpretation of Hegel, he replaced the cause of historical change (from the contradictions of reason to class struggle) and the object of movement (from Geist to social relations). In doing so, Marx overcame Hegel’s “idealism” to establish “dialectical materialism.”16 Later, Marx borrowed some of Hegel’s language when writing Grundrisse and Capital (see part II). Without saying too much at this point, my contribution will be limited to clarifying an element of 23Marx’s relationship to Hegel that has been downplayed: Marx’s break with Hegel had more to do with nature and history than is usually recognized. By positing spirit as the subject of history, Hegel excludes what is usually called “nature,” or natural processes, from his philosophy. In fairness, Hegel writes: “The phenomenon we investigate—Universal History—belongs to the realm of Spirit. The term ‘World’ includes both physical and psychical Nature. Physical Nature also plays its part in the World’s History, and attention will have to be paid to the fundamental natural relations thus involved.” Nevertheless, he continues: “But Spirit, and the course of its development, is our substantial object. Our task does not require us to contemplate Nature as a Rational System in itself … but simply in its relation to Spirit.”17 Marx could not accept this, for he saw humanity as part of nature. Reason is simultaneously natural and historical: It is an inherent quality of human species-being realized through humanity’s practical activities. Hence to flip Hegel’s dialectic around means adopting a natural-historical standpoint (see chapter 3).




Humans and Nature in Marx’s Paris Manuscripts

Though he published nothing of significance, 1844 was a very good year for Karl Marx. A young journalist-scholar in Paris, he clarified his critique of Hegel and worked through literature on political economy, studying Adam Smith, Thomas Malthus, David Ricardo, and others.18 Through this research and writing, Marx cleared the ground for what I will call “Marxian natural history.”24

When Marx writes about nature and history in his Paris manuscripts, he often uses Hegelian expressions but develops his thinking upon different premises.19 Marx begins from human interactions with nature: “The worker can create nothing without nature, without the sensuous external world.”20 This relationship with nature defines the species character of humanity: “Man is a species-being, not only because in practice and in theory he adopts the species (his own as well as other things) as his object, but—and 25this is another way of expressing [this relationship]—also because he treats himself as the actual, living species; because he treats himself as a universal and therefore a free being.”21 Like other species, humans survive and reproduce by transforming and consuming nature: “Physically man lives only on these products of nature, whether they appear in the form of food, heating, clothes, a dwelling, etc.”22 By laboring on and consuming the products of the earth, we are constantly reweaving the natural ties that constitute us. “Man lives from nature—i.e., nature is his body, with which he must remain in continuous interchange if he is not to die. To say that man’s physical and mental life is linked to nature simply means that nature is linked to itself, for man is a part of nature.”23 We are nature, a form of nature. Humans became humans historically through practical activity. Our life activity—laboring upon Earth—and the material changes we make to our physical environment are aspects of one evolving, differentiated unity.

As a social species, our practical activities are inherently social. We come to exist—as individuals and as a species—as social beings. Moreover, the activity that (for Marx) defines us, our creative laboring activity, is always social. This socialness in no way negates our naturalness, our being part of nature, for we modify nature socially:


The worker can create nothing without nature, without the sensuous external world. It is the material in which his labor realizes itself, in which it is active and from which and by means of which it roduces.

But just as nature provides labor with the means of life in the sense that labor cannot live without objects on which to exercise itself, so also it provides the means of life in the narrower sense, namely the means of physical subsistence of the worker.

The more the worker appropriates the external world, sensuous nature, through his labor, the more he deprives himself of means of life in two respects: Firstly, the sensuous external world becomes less and less an object belonging to his labor—a means of life of his labor; and, secondly, it becomes less and less a means of life in the immediate sense, a means for the physical subsistence of the worker.



26I note in passing that Marx provides little justification for these claims—his theory of alienation—in the 1844 manuscripts. He posits them without substantive explanation. He did not provide such an explanation until Capital (see part II). Continuing:


In these two respects, then, the worker becomes a slave of his object … The culmination of this enslavement is that it is only as a worker that he can maintain himself as a physical subject and it is only as a physical subject that he is a worker.24



Marx concludes this line of thinking with the claim that “every self-estrangement of man, from himself and from nature, appears in the relation in which he places himself and nature to men other than and differentiated from himself.”25 This is an odd claim, one that is worth parsing.

Marx is examining a pair of relationships which are, from his standpoint, distinct yet inseparable: Relations between humans and nature (“the relation in which he places himself and nature”) and social relations (“men other than and differentiated from himself”). Because these distinct yet inseparable relationships will be important for my argument throughout the book, I propose to use some simplifying terminology here. I call the first relationship, human-nature relations, “HN,” and the second, social relations, “HH” (human-human). Since humans are inherently part of nature, HH could be subsumed into HN. But in practice we do not equate HH and HN. We reason as humans; our consciousness is a human sort; we distinguish humans from other species and our social relationships (HH) from our relationships with the rest of nature (HN). Now, Marx sees these two relationships, HH and HN, as intertwined. This is not to say that, for Marx, HH = HN. Rather, HH and HN mutually condition each other. Whenever humans change how they relate with one another (HH)—for instance, in the ways they produce and reproduce their social lives—they change their relationship with the 27local environment (HN). Conversely, every change in the relations between humans and nature (HN) has consequences for social relations (HH). I will symbolize this dialectical relation of constitutive mutual conditioning by HH×HN. For Marx, HH×HN is not a fixed thing, but an evolving ensemble of relations.

Even in 1844, Marx had reached another level of understanding. His argument is not merely that the relations HH and HN mirror one another perfectly, with each adjustment to one resulting in a spontaneous homeostatic adjustment in the other; rather, his conception of HH×HN came to encompass maladjustment, misunderstanding, and misrecognition. For it is not the authenticity of humanity’s relationship to itself that appears in our relationship to nature, but our self-estrangement. Nothing is more human than our self-estrangement, our separation from ourselves as natural beings. In Marx’s conception, human society formed via natural history, and the possibility exists for a sort of adequation of HH×HN in transcendental form—the “true resurrection of nature.”


[Human] activity and consumption, both in their content and in their mode of existence, are social activity and social consumption. The human essence of nature exists only for social man; for only here does nature exist for him as a bond with other men, as his existence for others and their existence for him, as the vital element of human reality; only here does it exist as the basis of his own human existence. Only here has his natural existence become his human existence and nature become man for him. Society is therefore the perfected unity in essence of man with nature, the true resurrection of nature, the realized naturalism of man and the realized humanism of nature.26



Clearly, humanity has not yet reached the “complete unity of man with nature.” Our planetary crisis—rapid global heating, the sixth great extinction of species, despoilation of water, land, and atmosphere at every scale—suggest something like the opposite: Degradation and disunity. I intend these meditations on Marx to help us find a way forward.

[image: ]

28Marx is addressing an ancient question: If humans are natural, what distinguishes us from the rest of nature? His answer at this stage is deeply Hegelian: The essence of humanity is our self-estrangement from what we truly are. Instead of persisting in asking, “Are humans part of nature?” Marx poses a different question, one that Hegel did not ask: “Given that we are natural beings,” Marx ponders, “how did this apparent separation between humans and nature emerge historically?” Pursuing that question would eventually lead Marx to a genuinely original standpoint.

Before explaining, we should note that Marx’s conception of the differentiation of the human from other species—our “self-estrangement” from nature—also takes the shape of human consciousness. By Marx’s reasoning, humans are a distinctive species because of our consciousness of our being what we are. While Marx is not especially precise about his definition of consciousness—in fairness, the concept is difficult to define—he makes an original move by positing that human consciousness mediates HH×HN:


The animal is immediately one with its life activity. It does not distinguish itself from it. It is its life activity. Man makes his life activity itself the object of his will and of his consciousness. He has conscious life activity. It is not a determination with which he directly merges. Conscious life activity distinguishes man immediately from animal life activity. It is just because of this that he is a species-being. Or it is only because he is a species-being that he is a conscious being, i.e., that his own life is an object for him.27



These claims reappear in a substantially revised fashion in Capital (I will question Marx on this point in chapter 7). For now, I wish to emphasize that Marx conceived the human-animal distinction from a specifically human “conscious life activity” that determines “species-being.” Two points deserve emphasis here: Marx’s argument reflects a break from Hegel since for Marx human consciousness is equated with practical life activity (as opposed to the development of reason or 29spirit). In Hegel, Marx writes, the “human character of nature and of the nature created by history” appear only “in the form that they are products of abstract mind and as such, therefore, phases of mind—thought-entities.”28 Consequently, humanity and nature “become mere predicates—symbols of this hidden, unreal man and of this unreal nature.”29

Second, we must bear in mind that when Marx made these criticisms of Hegel, no coherent scientific theory of the evolution of human beings existed.30 Marx was, so to speak, suspended between Hegel and Darwin. He anticipated the possibility of a unifying natural-historical scientific theory that would encompass the entire development of human existence vis-à-vis nature, consciousness, and our practical activities:


The whole of history is a preparation, a development, for “man” to become the object of sensuous consciousness and for the needs of “man as man” to become [sensuous] needs. History itself is a real part of natural history and of nature’s becoming man. Natural science will, in time, subsume the science of man, just as the science of man will subsume natural science: There will be one science.31



In a curious coincidence, Marx wrote these lines exactly when Darwin was writing his “1844 Essay” (see chapter 2).
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Toward an earthly basis for history

Marx developed these ideas in new directions in The German Ideology, where he and Engels elaborate the implications of their critique of Hegel for understanding humans, nature, and history.32 In a famous passage, Marx and Engels write that the “first premise of all human history, of course, is the existence of living human individuals. The first fact to be established, then, is the physical organization of these individuals and their consequent relationship to the rest of nature.”33 After specifying the sort of natural conditions that human groups must engage—they mention geology and climate—Marx and Engels add: “All historiography must proceed from these natural bases and their modification in the course of history through the actions of men.”34 Commenting upon this passage, György Márkus states that Marx’s “later enthusiastic reception of the Darwinian theory can serve in all probability as an indication of his earlier theoretical predispositions in this matter.”35 I concur. Marx and Engels elaborate:


[W]e must begin by stating the first premise of all human existence and, therefore, of all history, the premise, namely, that men must be in a position to live in order to be able to “make history.” But life involves before everything else eating and drinking, habitation, clothing, and many other things. The first historical act is thus the production of the means to satisfy these needs, the production of material life itself. And indeed this is an historical act, a fundamental condition of all history, which today, as thousands of years ago, must daily and hourly be fulfilled merely in order to sustain human life … Therefore in any interpretation of history one has first of all to observe this fundamental fact in all its significance and all its implications and to accord it its due importance. It is well known that the Germans [including 31Hegel—JDW] have never done this, and they have never, therefore, had an earthly basis for history.36



To recapitulate: By 1843–45, Marx rejected Hegel’s conception of nature and history philosophically, yet he had no scientific basis to critique its implicit teleology. At that time, then, Marx could only propose this abstract humanism of species-being and praxis (concepts that, retrospectively, we might characterize as “pre-Darwinian”). The farthest point that Marx could go in terms of his critique of Hegel was to posit a new unitary science: An as-yet-to-be-determined science of natural history that would take HH×HN as its object. Having clarified his standpoint, Marx set the matter aside.




Human Nature and Praxis: The “Theses on Feuerbach”

A common interpretation of Marx’s difference from Hegel is that the former sought a material basis to grasp history, whereas Hegel was an idealist. The standard sources for this story—an oversimplification—are The German Ideology and Marx’s critique of the Left-Hegelian philosopher Ludwig Feuerbach, whose critique of Hegel initially inspired Marx. The “Theses on Feuerbach” comprise a sort of culminating point that marks an epitome of self-clarification as well as a certain conceptual limitation. Let us consider them briefly.

The central concept of Marx’s “Theses on Feuerbach” is praxis.37 Consider these statements from Theses I, II, and VIII:


32I. The chief defect of all previous materialism … is that things, reality, sensuousness are conceived only in the form of the object, or of contemplation, but not as human sensuous activity, practice [Praxis], not subjectively.

II. The question whether objective truth can be attributed to human thinking is not a question of theory but is a practical question. Man must prove the truth, i.e., the reality and power, the this-worldliness of his thinking in practice [Praxis].

VIII. All mysteries which mislead theory into mysticism find their rational solution in human practice and in the comprehension of this practice [Praxis].



Following Aristotle, Marx treats praxis as practical activity. Marx laments that prior materialist philosophers failed to grasp that “human sensuous activity,” not objects, provides the basis of our knowledge. Marx, however, extends the classical usage here with one further step. He claims that those who seek to explain social relations (as he does) must therefore examine “human practice” as well as “the comprehension of this practice.” The object of analysis becomes both practice and its understanding. Only by grasping “practice and … the comprehension of this practice,” can philosophy transform social circumstances and thereby realize itself. In Thesis I, Marx criticizes Feuerbach for failing to recognize the “significance of ‘revolutionary,’ of ‘practical-critical,’ activity.” Marx thus equates practical-critical activity (that is, praxis) with revolutionary politics. Thesis III concludes: “The coincidence of the changing of circumstances and of human activity or self-changing can be conceived and rationally understood only as revolutionary practice.” I take this to mean that practices are revolutionary to the extent that the transformation of social relations coincides with the transformation of the circumstances that produce these social relations. For Marx in 331844–46, social and economic relations shape consciousness. Through revolutionary activity, people may come to understand themselves differently and transform these economic conditions. Revolutionary praxis would characterize such “coincidence” of “changing circumstances” and social “self-changing.” Thus for Marx, the critique of society must aim to explain actual social practices, to bring about the comprehension of practice—through practice. Where achieved, praxis would comprise the negation and overcoming (Aufheben) of philosophy.38

From whom or where did Marx obtain this concept of praxis? The standard answer is Hegel. By this view, Marx’s conception of praxis is the result of his transposition of Hegel’s logical categories into an ontology of social life.39 While there is some truth here, Marx’s use of praxis carries us back to Aristotle’s conception of praxis (a term he adopts from Plato, whence the pre-Socratics). Aristotle’s concern apropos praxis lies in elaborating a theory of how to live well: Eudaimonia (flourishing). For Aristotle theōria is superior to praxis since contemplation of the act always follows from activity; theōria could be seen as praxis’s full elaboration. Yet Aristotle’s reasoning here is more complex. For one thing, he saw theōria as a specific kind of activity, one that he distinguished from but also included within praxis. What distinguishes theōria ultimately is its end, or telos, the correct grasping of existence—something Aristotle implies is possible only for the gods.40

34

Thesis VI

One—only one—of Marx’s eleven theses on Feuerbach says anything about history or human nature. It is the sixth:


VI. Feuerbach resolves the religious essence into the human essence. But the human essence is no abstraction inherent in each single individual. In its reality it is the ensemble of the social relations. Feuerbach, who does not enter upon a criticism of this real essence, is consequently compelled:

1. To abstract from the historical process and to fix the religious sentiment as something by itself and to presuppose an abstract—isolated—human individual.

2. Essence, therefore, can be comprehended only as “genus,” as an internal, dumb generality which naturally unites the many individuals.41



Restated: Because Feuerbach fails to see that the essence of humanity is expressed in “the ensemble of the social relations,” his thought leads him to “abstract from the historical process” that constitutes this ensemble of relations. Marx says that if one wants to understand humanity, one must grasp the total ensemble of human social relations as historical, in other words, without reducing human nature to a list of traits.42 For Marx, “the ensemble of social relations” must be grasped as “historical process”; the ostensibly general “natural unity” of individuals is an illusion. We find here a recapitulation of the principle that HH×HN is not a fixed thing, but an evolving ensemble of relations.35

During the 1960s, a prominent school of thought, led by Louis Althusser, argued that Marx rejected the concept of human nature. In Althusser’s reading, Marx was an anti-humanist. To be precise, Althusser claimed that Marx became an anti-humanist, after breaking from his early Hegelian thinking in around 1845. For sake of argument, let us say that Marx’s early thought is “humanist” because it takes a self-conscious species-being, humanity—not God, nor Geist, nor this or that king—as the subject of history. Was Althusser right to claim that Marx became an anti-humanist? No.43 Althusser’s argument for Marx’s anti-humanism hinges upon a narrow reading of Thesis VI: He reads Marx’s statement “the human essence is no abstraction inherent in each single individual” to mean that Marx believes that there is no human essence, ergo, no human nature. The validity of Althusser’s claim therefore hinges on how we interpret Thesis VI. Geras analytically parses the three plausible interpretations:


Human nature (“the human essence”) is …

i. conditioned by the ensemble of social relations.

ii. manifest in the ensemble of social relations.

iii. determined by the ensemble of social relations; therefore, the concept of human nature has no meaning.44



Geras argues persuasively that Marx meant interpretation (i) and probably (ii), but definitely not (iii). Marx was not a determinist and did not deny human nature. He sought an approach to human nature that neither abstracted from individuals nor defined humans religiously, but explained human nature historically through study of the “ensemble of the social relations” in different times and places. (I return to this in chapter 7.)

Today any discussion of these matters must address the human 36relationship with nature. So, to Marx’s Thesis VI we should add the following: The “ensemble of social relations” (HH) is always already mediated by social relations with nature (HN). A restatement of Thesis VI therefore might be to say that human nature is conditioned by and manifest in the ensemble of socio-ecological relations. Formulaically: Human nature = HH×HN.




Marx Contra Hegel in The German Ideology

Marxian natural history is implicitly a critique of Hegel’s teleology. Hegel conceives the development of reason as culminating in spirit’s self-recognition. Hegel’s philosophy provides Marx with a conception of nonlinear historical progress which he would recast to theorize the emergence of capitalism and its eventual overcoming as communism. Yet Marx’s inheritance from Hegel on this point was complicated by the inherent complexity of Hegel’s philosophy. Let us return briefly to Hegel’s lectures on The Philosophy of History, where Hegel summarizes his perspective:


Divine Wisdom, i.e., Reason, is one and the same in the great as in the little; and we must not imagine God to be too weak to exercise his wisdom on the grand scale. Our intellectual striving aims at realizing the conviction that what was intended by eternal wisdom, is actually accomplished in the domain of existent, active Spirit, as well as in that of mere Nature. Our mode of treating the subject is, in this aspect, a Theodicaea—a justification of the ways of God … so that the ill that is found in the World may be comprehended, and the thinking Spirit reconciled with the fact of the existence of evil. Indeed, nowhere is such a harmonizing view more pressingly demanded than in Universal History.45



Hegel conjures the prospect of philosophical history and universal history, therefore, as a “justification of the ways of God.” Theodicaea (theodicy), a term from Christian theology, characterizes attempts to explain God’s wisdom in the face of all of our world’s cruelties. Theodicies answer questions like: If a loving God created this world, 37why is there so much evil? Given that our world is so unjust, can we be sure it is actually God’s creation? When, at the outset of his lectures, Hegel says that his “mode of treating” the philosophy of history is Theodicaea, he has promised us a teleological mode of reasoning about history. Let us turn to the conclusion of his lectures to find their ultimate end:


Philosophy concerns itself only with the glory of the Idea mirroring itself in the History of the World. Philosophy [is concerned with] the recognition of the process of development which the Idea has passed through in realizing itself—i.e., the Idea of Freedom, whose reality is the consciousness of Freedom and nothing short of it. That the History of the World, with all the changing scenes which its annals present, is this process of development and the realization of Spirit—this is the true Theodicaea, the justification of God in History. Only this insight can reconcile Spirit with the History of the World—viz., that what has happened, and is happening every day, is not only not “without God,” but is essentially His Work.46



Hence the story told by Hegel’s philosophical history is that the course of world history = development toward Spirit’s realization = God’s work.

Marx knew this story well. A radical Enlightenment thinker, he was unpersuaded by Hegel’s theodicy. Marx respected Hegel’s genius but sought to bring him back down to Earth:


Criticism has plucked the imaginary flowers on the chain not in order that man shall continue to bear that chain without fantasy or consolation but so that he shall throw off the chain and pluck the living flower. The criticism of religion disillusions man, so that he will think, act, and fashion his reality like a man who has discarded his illusions and regained his senses, so that he will move around himself as his own true sun … It is therefore the task of history … to establish the truth of this world. It is the immediate task of philosophy, which is in the service of history, to unmask self-estrangement in its unholy forms once the holy form of human self-estrangement has been 38unmasked. Thus the criticism of heaven turns into the criticism of Earth.47



While the character of Marx’s critique of Hegel never changed after the 1840s, its expression and Marx’s standpoint toward history continued to evolve as Marx learned more about nature and society from the natural sciences.


The antithesis of nature and history is created

Marx’s deepest critique of Hegel’s theodicy-cum-philosophy of history is that it abstracts away from the practical and earthy qualities of human life. For Marx, history begins with humans producing a means to live on Earth (HN), the social relations of humans (HH), and their complex interrelations (HN×HH). Marx contends that by abstracting away from this, Hegel—like many thinkers before and after him—generated an artificial, ideological separation of nature and history:


In the whole conception of history up to the present this real basis of history has either been totally neglected or else considered as a minor matter quite irrelevant to the course of history. History must, therefore, always be written according to an extraneous standard; the real production of life seems to be primeval history, while the truly historical appears to be separated from ordinary life, something extra-superterrestrial. With this the relation of man to nature is excluded from history and hence the antithesis of nature and history is created. The exponents of this conception of history have consequently only been able to see in history the political actions of princes and States, religious and all sorts of theoretical struggles, and in particular in each historical epoch have had to share the illusion of that epoch.48



39Marx claims that the theoretical legitimation of an artificial separation of humans from nature—the failure to recognize HH×HN as the ground of historical analysis—is the root cause of a view of the world in which history means nothing but “the political actions of princes and States, religious and all sorts of theoretical struggles,” which in turn generates illusions particular to each epoch.49 Marx’s argument is that Hegel—like other thinkers of his time—inhabited an illusion in which human society and its history could be grasped apart from our practical, worldly relations. This error was motivated, on one hand, by the emerging bourgeois social relations which encouraged this illusion, and on the other hand, by a Christian theological drive to subtract the human body, its earthiness and desires, from nature and history:


Christianity wanted to free us from the domination of the flesh and “desires as a driving force” … because it regarded our flesh, our desires as something foreign to us; it wanted to free us from determination by nature only because it regarded our own nature as not belonging to us.50



Of course, Christianity is not alone here. It seems to me that all the universal religious traditions—by which I mean those which have succeeded in organizing political spaces by subordinating social differences under an encompassing spiritual framework (Hinduism, Buddhism, Judaism, Islam, and so on)—have found a powerful tool in teaching the separation of the “merely existing” human-body-in-the-world and the “true” spirit behind it. The consequence of this teaching is to divide human life, to separate us from our natural existence and bodily desires. The latter are effectively denaturalized and repressed: 40“For if I myself am not nature, if my natural desires, my whole natural character, do not belong to myself,” but are merely an epiphenomenal trace of an ideal, a material effect of the presence of something like a soul, then it follows that “all determination by nature—whether due to my own natural character of to what is known as external nature—seems to me a determination by something foreign, a fetter, compulsion used against me.”51 One effect of the religious denial of an evolving human nature—of our being at once natural and historical beings—is to inculcate the sense that every limit we encounter in the world is an external force set against us (a “determination by something foreign”).

Separation from nature legitimates religious authority. An illustration may be useful here. For me to believe that a drought can be fixed by my making a sacrifice to a rain god, I must believe that the drought is something that is connected to my spirit by that god. This relation—between me and the rain god, which is to say, between me and myself as a natural-historical being—is required for there to be a mediator, a priest, between me and the god, that is, between me and nature.52 The insertion of that mediator is a socio-historical event bound up with human relations with nature: Religion is cause and effect of HH×HN. Fortunately for humanity, Marx argues, religion finds its historical limit when human nature rebels against these constraints in the form of desire: “Christianity has indeed never succeeded in freeing us from the domination of desires.”5341

What underpins these theological ideas in everyday life? What gives religion its power? The answer is that it provides us with an encompassing explanation of what we are and where we stand in terms of nature and history.54 Marx writes that the concept of Creation is “very difficult to dislodge from popular consciousness. The fact that nature and man exist on their own account is incomprehensible to it, because it contradicts everything tangible in practical life”; nevertheless, Marx speculates, the development of natural sciences will dissolve these popular prejudices over time. For the doctrine of the “creation of the earth has received a mighty blow” from “the science which presents the formation of the earth, the development of the earth, as a process, as a self-generation. Generatio aequivoca [spontaneous generation] is the only practical refutation of the theory of creation.”55

Marx here correctly predicted the development of a scientific theory to explain the self-generation of nature into forms of life—including the evolution of humanity itself—which would transform popular conceptions about human nature, religion, and human history. Marx made this prediction in the mid-1840s, when the natural sciences generated evidence for geological time scales and a deeper understanding of the formation of the earth, but no adequate theory to explain the evolution of species. There was at the time a great deal of speculation but no scientific basis for rebutting Creation stories with anything better than the vague concept of spontaneous generation of species. In 1844–45, the furthest point that Marx could reach was to write:


You can reply: “I do not want to postulate the nothingness of nature, etc. I ask you about its genesis, just as I ask the anatomist about the formation of bones, etc.” But since for the socialist man the entire so-called history of the world is nothing but the creation of man through human labor, nothing but the emergence of nature for man, so he has the visible, irrefutable proof of his birth through himself, of his genesis. Since the real existence of man and nature has become evident in practice, through sense experience, because man has thus 42become evident for man as the being of nature, and nature for man as the being of man, the question about an alien being, about a being above nature and man—a question which implies the admission of the unreality of nature and of man—has become impossible in practice.56



Marx saw that socialism would require a theory of “the history of the world … [and] the creation of man”: A natural history of humanity.

Although some Marxists have found in these lines evidence of a fully-fledged, dialectical scientific theory, I regard them as question begging. For, in my view, it was not sufficient for Marx to claim “visible, irrefutable proof of his birth through himself, of [humanity’s] genesis,” and hence to reject the existence of God (“a being above nature and man”) without anything more concrete than these philosophical objections to Hegel. Reading Marx’s Paris manuscripts from the vantage of the present, it is clear that his thought at this stage was missing something specific: A scientific framework for explaining the natural-historical becoming of the human species. But we should not judge Marx harshly for this lack, since no one had such a thing in 1844. Except Darwin.
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Darwin and the Defeat of Teleology


Darwin’s Discovery

Few scientists are as famous as Charles Darwin. There are things about him that are commonly known: He was appointed as the naturalist for a world-spanning voyage on the HMS Beagle, during which he developed his theory of evolution; he subsequently proved that theory; although Darwin’s ideas raised the ire of religious thinkers, he remained a faithful Christian. Yet none of those statements are true. Darwin developed his theory—of descent through natural selection, not evolution—in London; he never proved that theory; late in life, Darwin became an agnostic.1

I begin with these points (elaborated below) not to quibble, but to emphasize something important about discussions of Darwin. Fate and fame have burdened him with a false sense of familiarity. If we want to understand what Darwin accomplished, how this influenced Marx, and its meaning for us today, we must be willing to slow down and revisit some well-trod ground.

My aim is to clarify Darwin’s achievements, why his ideas were revolutionary, and what Marx gained from them. For the sake of my argument, I distinguish between (a) what Darwin wrote in the early editions 44of Origin read by Marx, (b) texts that Darwin wrote later (his 1871 study of human evolution, The Descent of Man, for example), and (c) all that we know today about evolution.2 This chapter focuses on (a). Apropos (c), we have learned so much about the science of evolution since 1859 that it is difficult to appreciate from the present just how great a leap Darwin made. Darwin had no knowledge of genetics. The rediscovery of Mendel’s pea plant experiments in variation and inheritance was still decades off when the debates surrounding the implications of Darwin’s theory spread around the world. Darwin’s theory was not widely accepted until the 1940s, with the reconciliation of his conceptions of natural selection and fitness with formal models of genetic heredity and change—the “modern synthesis.”3 Recent research into epigenetics (among other topics) has generated proposals for a new synthesis (but no standardized name).4 The theory of evolution is still evolving.

If we have learned so much since 1859, one might wonder, Does Darwin still matter? The answer to that question depends on how we answer another: What did Darwin do that was genuinely important and novel?

There is no scholarly consensus on the answer to these questions.5 By my reading, Darwin made three fundamental achievements, each with 45some influence upon Marx’s critique of political economy. First, as is well known, Darwin assembled the first coherent theory of species change and natural selection. This achievement required two earlier, but less well-recognized, breakthroughs. On one hand, Darwin proposed that the differences between individuals (upon which natural selection works) arises through chance. He therefore identified uncertainty as a fundamental dynamic within natural history. On the other hand, by providing an explanation for how changes in forms of life occur that required no plan nor end point, Darwin destroyed teleology in natural history.6 Darwin laid the groundwork for these achievements in 1837–1844 then waited until 1859 to publish Origin. The conditions of Darwin’s breakthrough and his delay in publishing his world-shaking ideas are instructive for reading Origin, so I will comment upon them before turning to his famous book.


Darwin, natural historian

Darwin was born February 12, 1809, at the Mount, his family home in Shrewsbury, England. His family was affluent: His father was a doctor, and both parents came from relatively wealthy families. Darwin was expected to follow his father into medicine, so, in 1825, he went to the University of Edinburgh Medical School with his brother Erasmus to begin training. Yet Charles was an indifferent medical student, skipping lectures to explore the countryside and cultivating a beetle collection. His father ultimately redirected his son toward Cambridge to study divinity (Darwin was open to becoming a “naturalist parson”). Nevertheless, his years of exploring at Edinburgh (1825–1828) had left a mark. In 1826, Charles took a course in natural history. Though he found it “dull,” he met people who would have important influences upon his life, such as the philosopher James Mackintosh and the natural historian William MacGillivray (“I had much interesting natural-history talk with him”).7 Darwin also joined 46the Plinian Society—a natural history study group that exposed Charles to materialism, a philosophical school that sought scientific, non-religious explanations of processes of natural history.8 He later later recorded in his autobiography that these conversations “had a good effect on me in stimulating my zeal.”9

In his autobiography, Charles includes one sentence in passing describing another influence:


By the way, a negro lived in Edinburgh, who had travelled with Waterton and gained his livelihood by stuffing birds, which he did excellently; he gave me lessons for payment, and I used often to sit with him, for he was a very pleasant and intelligent man.10



This “intelligent” man was named John: Because he had been enslaved on Edmonstone’s Guyana plantation, his name is recorded as John Edmonstone. Little is known about John or the lessons he gave to Darwin, but the emerging consensus is that they were important for Darwin’s development—not only for what John taught about taxidermy, but for what he likely shared with Darwin about the geography and animals of South America.11 Since Darwin came from a line of anti-slavery abolitionists, they likely discussed John’s experience with slavery, too.

Three years of study at Cambridge followed. Darwin records that his “time was wasted” there, but, as at Edinburgh, he gained a number of important relationships and studied major works in the tradition of natural history:12 “I read with care and profound interest [Alexander von] Humboldt’s [1814–1825] Personal Narrative. This work and Sir J. Herschel’s 47[1830] Introduction to the Study of Natural Philosophy stirred up in me a burning zeal to add even the most humble contribution to the noble structure of Natural Science.”13 When the offer came to join the voyage of the Beagle—a trip assigned to confirm geographical and hydrographical data around coastal South America—Darwin found an outlet for all his zeal. The Beagle’s captain, Robert FitzRoy, recounts the circumstances:


Anxious that no opportunity of collecting useful information during the voyage, should be lost; I proposed to the Hydrographer that some well-educated and scientific person should be sought for who would willingly share such accommodation as I had to offer, in order to profit by the opportunity of visiting distant countries yet little known … [After some consultations, this led to Darwin], a young man of promising ability, extremely fond of geology, and indeed all branches of natural history.14



This retrospective explanation elevates Darwin’s scientific role aboard the Beagle. Darwin’s chief assignment was to take meals with FitzRoy, who—abiding by the rules governing British sea voyages of that era—never socialized with the men under his ship’s command.15

Their voyage lasted five years. Our image of Darwin on that famous voyage is dominated by finches, tortoises, fossils, and bones. Certainly, Darwin observed animals and collected specimens. But he mainly spent those years reading and thinking. The Beagle carried an impressive library with at least four hundred volumes “housed in bookcases in the poop cabin at the stern of the ship, which was also Darwin’s cabin. Thus, Darwin lived and worked in the Beagle library for nearly five years.”16 48This was the site of Darwin’s greatest education. To say the least, he made the most of the opportunity. He first gained fame with the publication in 1839 of his Journal of Researches into the Geology and Natural History of the Various Countries Visited by HMS Beagle.17

This brief biography allows me to underscore a point that will take on greater significance in chapter 3. Although Darwin is today called a scientist, biologist, or evolutionary theorist, he never used those terms to describe himself.18 Rather, he called himself a “naturalist,” shorthand for “natural historian.” Darwin inherited the natural history tradition that encompassed Buffon, Cuvier, Humboldt, Lyell, Agassiz, and others. He absorbed this tradition not only through school and his readings on the Beagle, but also through his family; his grandfather Erasmus Darwin, an influential natural historian, was an early advocate of the idea that species arise from other species (he claimed that “the strongest and most active animal should propagate the species, which should thence become improved”).19

Given the breadth of research in natural history during this nineteenth century and the dissemination of such ideas, it is extremely likely that someone other than Darwin would have put together a theory of descent by natural selection if he had not done so. Indeed, Alfred Russel Wallace arrived independently at some of Darwin’s core ideas, and other naturalists were examining species change.20 Although Darwin made 49undeniable contributions, it could be claimed that he was fortunate to receive practically sole credit for the discovery of descent by natural selection.21 To appreciate how Darwin arrived first at his theory, the place to begin is not the Galapagos Islands, but his unpublished London texts.



Darwin’s unpublished writings, 1837–44

In the spring of 1837, shortly after his return to London, Darwin filled a series of private research notebooks, identified today by letters (Notebook B, C, M, and so on). Darwin writes incomplete sentences with abundant abbreviations, “frenetic” punctuation, and “spelling peculiarities”; some entries are crossed out (but still legible), suggesting that Darwin changed his mind.22 The texts suggest that as Darwin was working out his theory, he was overwhelmed by the strangeness of the ideas and their implications.
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