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TWO CHEERS FOR ENLIGHTENMENT UNIVERSALISM: OR, WHY IT’S HARD TO BE AN ARISTOTELIAN REVOLUTIONARY
Escaping Marxism
The relationship between the philosophical project – or succession of projects – pursued by Alasdair MacIntyre and Marxism has always been an intimate one. This was most obviously true during MacIntyre’s own Marxist phase – from, roughly, the early 1950s till the late 1960s. But even after he parted company with Marxism, the relationship remained an intimate one. Is it, as his old comrades in the Communist Party and the Socialist Labour League might have asked, an accident that After Virtue’s famous conclusion summoning ‘another – and doubtless very different – St Benedict’ to rescue us from our moral anarchy is preceded by a discussion of Marxism? Here MacIntyre argues that ‘[a] Marxist who took Trotsky’s last writings with great seriousness ... would see no tolerable alternative set of political and economic structures which could be brought into place to replace the structures of advanced capitalism. This conclusion agrees of course with my own.’ 
  
Here MacIntyre reveals his intimacy with the Trotskyist tradition. For Trotsky’s last major theoretical writings, written in 1939-40 to deal with rebellious followers inside the Socialist Workers Party (US) who rejected his interpretation of Stalinist Russia as a ‘degenerated workers’ state’, where he predicts that the survival of the Soviet Union after the Second World War would amount to the checkmating of the entire Marxist project, are little known outside restricted Trotskyist circles. 
 It is highly unlikely that MacIntyre would have taken this line of attack to his concluding portrayal of our moral predicament had he not passed through such circles – the SLL at the end of the 1950s and the International Socialists in the early to mid 1960s.
But MacIntyre’s engagement with Marxism cannot be reduced to such biographical facts. It continues at two levels. The first is substantive. As various recent texts make clear, for example, MacIntyre’s 1995 Introduction to a new edition of Marxism and Christianity, he continues largely to endorse the Marxism critique of capitalism. More precisely, he puts forward ‘a Christian critique of capitalism’ that ‘relies in key part, even if only in part, upon concepts and theses drawn from Marxist theory’. Indeed, he expresses a greater sympathy with the labour theory of value that he did when the book first appeared in 1953. 
 This doesn’t sit very well with more disparaging remarks such as the following: ‘Marxism is not just an inadequate, but a largely inept, instrument for social analysis.’ 
 The apparent inconsistency between these two passages suggests a degree of ambivalence on MacIntyre’s part about his relationship with Marxism, though I shall not consider the possible reasons for this here.
Secondly, and philosophically more important, MacIntyre sees an intellectual affinity between Marxism and the Catholicism where his intellectual journey has, at least for the time being, halted. To quote again from the 1995 Introduction to Marxism and Christianity:

Marxism does not stand to Christianity in any relationship of straightforward antagonism, but rather, just because it is a transformation of Hegel’s secularised version of Christian theology, has many of the characteristics of a Christian heresy rather than of non-Christian unbelief. Marxism is, in consequence, a doctrine with the same metaphysical and moral scope as Christianity and it is the only secular post-Enlightenment doctrine to have such a scope. It proposes a mode of understanding nature and human nature, an account of the direction and meaning of history and of the standards by which right action is to be judged, and an explanation of error and of evil, each of these integrated into an overall worldview, a worldview that can only be made fully intelligible by understanding it as a transformation of Christianity. 

But the significance of Marxism goes even deeper than this. It isn’t just that Marxism and Christianity are, in certain respects, similar kinds of intellectual tradition: Marxism advances a version of the conception of philosophy – as the rendering intelligible and criticism of the social practices through which our lives gain meaning – that, MacIntyre now believes, is required to vindicate Christianity. To quote his 1995 Introduction to Marxism and Christianity yet again: 

By 1953, I had acquired not only from my Marxist teachers, both in and outside the Communist Party, but also from the writings of R.G. Collingwood, a conception of philosophy as a form of social practice embedded in and reflective upon other forms of social practice. What I did not then fully understand was that philosophy needs to be conceived as having at least a fourfold subject-matter and a fourfold task. There is first of all that which has to be learned empirically: the rules and standards, concepts, judgments, and modes of argumentative justification, actually embodied in or presupposed by the modes of activity which constitute the life of the social order in which one is participating. Secondly, there are the ways of understanding or misunderstanding those activities and the relevant rules and standards, concepts, judgments, and modes of argumentative justification that are dominant in that particular social order. Thirdly, there is the relationship between these two in respect of how far the second is an adequate, and how far an inadequate and distorting representation of the first. And, finally, there is that of which a philosopher must give an account, if she or he is to vindicate the claim to have been able to transcend whatever limitations may have been imposed by her or his historical and social circumstances, at least to a sufficient extent to represent truly the first three and so to show not just how things appear to be from this or that historical and social point of view, but how things are. 

 MacIntyre goes on to give Marxism Ideologiekritik as an example of this kind of way of doing philosophy. Indeed, what is striking about his distinctively Marxist writings is that they seek to articulate just such a conception of philosophy and, more broadly, of the relationship between theory and practice. This is particularly true of the three brilliant essays he wrote in 1958-60, ‘Notes from the Moral Wilderness’, ‘Freedom and Revolution’, and ‘Breaking the Chains of Reason’ where he expounds a broadly Hegelian conception of Marxism. It is a matter of great regret (as others have noted as well), that MacIntyre did not include these texts in the first collection he made of his essays – Against the Self-Images of the Age (1971). This omission has now been remedied by Paul Blackledge and Neil Davidson in their forthcoming collection of MacIntyre’s Marxist writings, which allows us to trace the development, and waning of his engagement with Marxism. 
 
It is remarkable that ‘Notes from the Moral Wilderness’, which seems to me the most philosophically important of the three essays, to a large extent foreshadows the diagnosis of the fragmentation of moral discourse in modernity that is the central theme of After Virtue. Thus MacIntyre develops a critique of the autonomy of morality affirmed by ‘the ex-Communist turned moral critic of Communism’. This way of rejecting Stalinism remains complicit with it, for both presuppose the fundamental mistake of separating morality from desire:
The believer in the autonomy of morality attempts to treat his fundamental moral principles as without any basis. They are his because he has chosen them. They can have no further vindication. And that is to say among other things that neither moral utterance nor moral action can be vindicated by reference to desires or needs. The ‘ought’ of morality is utterly divorced from the ‘is’ of desire.’ 

Stalinism represents the other side of this divorce, an affirmation of the ‘is’ that amounts to a version of utilitarianism:
The liberal critic accepts the autonomy of ethics; the Stalinist looks to a crude utilitarianism. The liberal accepts the divorce of morality and desire, but chooses morality; the Stalinist accepts the divorce and chooses desire, renaming it morality. But this desire that he chooses is not the desire to be fundamentally at one with mankind. It is desire as it is, random and anarchic, seeking power and immediate pleasure only too often. So one finds under Stalinism the moral belief in an ultimate justifying end, combined with immediate power-seeking. The two do not go as ill together as they seem to at first sight. Both the autonomy of ethics and utilitarianism are aspects of the consciousness of capitalism; both are forms of alienation rather than moral guides. 

The way out involves rediscovering the relationship between theory and practice.
The moral critic rejected Stalinism because it represented the historical process as automatic and as morally sovereign. And for moral values encapsulated wholly in history he substituted moral values wholly detached from history. To this he added a thorough distaste for general theorising. But if we bring out as central to Marxism the kind of points which I have suggested, may not this suggest a third alternative to the moral critic, a theory which treats what emerges in history as providing us with a basis for our standards, without making the historical process morally sovereign or its progress automatic? 

Developing such a theory requires us to overcome ‘[t]he rift between our conception of morality and our conception of desire’. For ‘we make both individual deeds and social practices intelligible as human actions by showing how they connect with characteristically human desires, needs and the like. Where we cannot do this, we treat the unintelligible piece of behaviour as a symptom, a survival or superstition.’ Re-establishing the connection requires appeal to the Marxist conception of human nature,
a concept which has to be at the centre of any discussion of moral theory. For it is in terms of this concept alone that morality and desire can come together once more ...
For Marx the emergence of human nature is something to be comprehended only in terms of the history of class struggle. Each age reveals a development of human potentiality which is specific to that form of social life and which is specifically limited by the class structure of that society. This development of possibility reaches a crisis under capitalism. For men have up to that age lived at their best in a way that allowed them glimpses of their own nature as something far richer than what they themselves lived out. Under capitalism the growth of production makes it possible for man to re-appropriate his own nature, for actual human beings to realise the richness of human possibility. But not only the growth of production is necessary. The experience of human equality and unity that is bred in industrial working-class life is equally a precondition of overcoming men’s alienation from this and from themselves. And only from the standpoint of that life and its possibilities can we see each previous stage of history as a particular form of approximation to a climax which it is now possible to approach directly. 

‘Notes from the Moral Wilderness’ allows us to measure at once the proximity and the distance between the Marxist and the post-Marxist MacIntyre. Proximity: (1) By 1959 MacIntyre is already portraying late-capitalist moral culture as oscillating between a foundation-less universalism and a utilitarianism that all too easily collapses into a tool of power; (2) the philosophical basis for the critique of this culture requires a form of theoretical reflection in which the moral standards governing the critique are drawn out of our social practices rather than descending supposedly from nowhere. This second element plainly foreshadows the account of the virtues as dispositions to seek the goods internal to practices in After Virtue and the exploration of tradition in Whose Justice? Which Rationality?

But if the Marxist MacIntyre has already come up with the idea of socially embedded and historically situated reflection as the answer to our moral anarchy, his precise characterization of that reflection is profoundly removed from those found in his later works. For that reflection then took the form of Marxism, conceived as the theoretical articulation of the practice of the industrial working class whose ‘experience of humanity equality and unity’ is ‘a precondition of overcoming men’s alienation from this and from themselves’. But that the working class can play this kind of exemplary role and thereby, in overthrowing a capitalism doomed irretrievably to crisis, at once liberate themselves and humankind as a whole is something that MacIntyre progressively ceases to believe in the course of the 1960s.
Part of the interest of Blackledge’s and Davidson’s collection is that it allows us to trace the process through which MacIntyre abandoned this belief. A key step seems to be represented by ‘Prediction and Politics’, published in International Socialism in 1963, where he offers an early version of his argument in After Virtue that law-like generalizations are unobtainable in the social sciences because human beings can learn from their experience and invent new concepts that fall outside the scope of these generalizations. But this initial variant is framed as a kind of immanent critique of Marxism and in particular of its claim that tendencies towards crisis and revolution are inherent in the capitalist mode of production. Thus, MacIntyre observes, capitalists responded to the Great Depression of the 1930s by developing a much greater reliance on economic planning:
Thus, economic and sociological self-consciousness did enter the system. If capitalists had behaved in the 1940s and 50s as they did in the 20s, the apparently mechanical laws of the economy would have issued in a slump. But there are no longer slumps for the same reason that the pig-cycle is no longer with us: the changed self-consciousness of the participants. More than this, however, the capitalist class have confronted a working class which has not moved in the least towards a revolutionary consciousness of the kind predicted by Marx and Engels. 

In a very interesting, previously unpublished text delivered as a lecture to an IS Day School in 1962, MacIntyre elaborates on the last assertion quoted, offering a detailed portrait of the British working class in the Age of Affluence – increasingly skilled, but also fragmented, privatized, and depoliticized. At the time he sketched out a programme of demands that would lead to a re-politicization of the working class, but it hardly surprising that this diagnosis led him eventually away from Marxism altogether. 

Now there are fairly obvious responses that a Marxist could make to MacIntyre’s substantive criticisms. Capitalism looks a lot less planned today, in the neoliberal era, than it did during the Long Boom of the 1950s and 1960s. Moreover, the working class forged in that boom proved to be far more capable of generalized militancy in the late 1960s and early 1970s than MacIntyre’s analysis implied, even though it was, alas, eventually crushed under the Reagan-Thatcher juggernaut. But, for all the critical intelligence and detailed grasp that MacIntyre’s social analyses display, pursuing here this kind of discussion – part, of course, of a much larger and apparently unending debate over whether or not Marxism is finished as social theory and political practice – seems less interesting than considering the significance of MacIntyre’s work as a moral philosopher for those seeking to continue the Marxist tradition.
Meta-ethical dilemmas
One way into this topic is to say that it is hard for a Marxist not to read After Virtue and MacIntyre’s other later writings without a strong sense of ambivalence (perhaps mirroring MacIntyre’s own apparently conflicted attitude to Marxism). For, on the one hand, these works remorselessly target the dominant forms of moral reflection in liberal capitalist society and subject them to a form of critique that resonates with Marxist Ideologiekritik for the very simple reason that MacIntyre, as we have seen, continues to see philosophy as ‘a form of social practice embedded in and reflective upon other forms of social practice’. On the other hand, MacIntyre now includes Marxism in this critique, and not simply because of the kind of substantive claims cited above, but because morally Marxism offers merely another version of the reigning anarchy. 

Another way of putting it would be to say that, whereas in ‘Notes from the Moral Wilderness’, MacIntyre thought that Marxism (or rather the anti-Stalinist Marxism that he had embraced through his involvement in the Trotskyist movement) was exempt from and indeed offered a way out of the oscillation between liberal universalism and Stalinist utilitarianism, in After Virtue he regards it as simply a symptom of this oscillation. Thus he writes: ‘in all those crises in which Marxists have had to take explicit moral stances ... Marxists have always fallen back into relatively straightforward versions of Kantianism or utilitarianism’. 
 Now I think that MacIntyre is almost right about this. He is wrong, first of all, in omitting a third party, one who looms very large in the development of his own thinking, namely Aristotle. Secondly, I think that the oscillation, whichever philosophical traditions it occurs between, is less a sign of epistemic disintegration than a register of the theoretical sources out of which a satisfactory moral philosophy has to be constructed.
MacIntyre’s reduction of Marxism to a symptom of moral anarchy was only one way in which morality has begun recently to present itself as a theoretical problem for Marxists. Another, probably more influential because it emerged from arguments among practising Marxists so to speak, was the debate in the 1970s and 1980s on Marx and justice. I take the main positive finding of that debate to be that, as Norman Geras put it in his definitive critical survey of the problem, ‘Marx did think capitalism was unjust but he did not think he thought so.’ 
 In other words, the most coherent and defensible version of what Marx says about capitalist exploitation implies a transhistorical principle of justice. The problem is not just Marx didn’t have such a principle; he denied that such principles were possible, treating them as expressions of the dominant ideology in the prevailing mode of production. As Jon Elster put it, ‘like M. Jourdain, he did not know how to describe correctly what he was doing; unlike him, he actually went out of his way to deny that the correct opinion was appropriate.’ 
 So, if one accepts Marx’s theory of capitalist exploitation, then one needs some kind of non-relativist meta-ethics that will allow us to live comfortably with transhistorical normative principles.

This is where the trouble starts. In Marx’s time, as now, the two most influential meta-ethical theories are MacIntyre’s main targets, Kantianism and utilitarianism. For reasons that resonate with the arguments of both the Marxist and the post-Marxist MacIntyre, Marx himself believed that both these theories are deeply implicated in distinctively bourgeois ways of thinking. The reasons why this belief is plausible are more obvious in the case of utilitarianism, where even the most sophisticated contemporary versions equate the good with the satisfaction of desire. This offers no scope for critical reflection on what kind of desires one should have – an exclusion that is, to say the least, congenial to late capitalist consumerism. Kant, by contrast, focuses on the right, which is what is implied by universal moral principles. But critics have long pointed out that the Kantian categorical imperative collapses into the dilemma that these principles are either content-less or depend on smuggling in substantive assumptions. Lukács argued in History and Class Consciousness that this type of scission between form and content, with which Hegel had already reproached Kant, is a distinctive figure of bourgeois ideology.

Many Marxists seeking to find a place for the ethical have therefore rebounded onto Aristotle. His equation of the good with wellbeing, which is conceived as dependent on the virtues, dispositions that, as MacIntyre so well brings out in After Virtue, both seek and help constitute it seems to resonate strongly with Marx’s evocations of human flourishing from the Manuscripts to the ‘Critique of the Gotha Programme’. Terry Eagleton, who calls Marx ‘a closet Aristotelian of sorts’,  is probably the most prominent contemporary theorist who has sought to draw on Aristotle in order to give Marxism the moral foundation that it requires but lacks. 
 
A failure to register the Aristotelian resonances of some passages in Marx’s writings is symptomatic of a larger defect of the MacIntyrian critique of Marxism. Thus, expounding MacIntyre, Kelvin Knight writes: ‘What was wrong with Stalinism is that it substituted the coercive and regulatory power of the state for the self-activity of workers. What is wrong with orthodox Marxism is that it sustains no objection to such a substitution.’ 
 At one level this assertion is so demonstrably false as almost to obviate comment: if by ‘orthodox Marxism’ Knight means the classical Marxist tradition that the Trotskyist groups in which the young MacIntyre participated sought to continue, central to this tradition has been the reaffirmation of Marx’s conception of socialism as the self-emancipation of the working class and of socialist revolution as a process directly against the modern bureaucratic state. 
 If the thought is that Marxism’s failure to develop an adequate approach to ethics helped to lead it to collapse in practice into a reliance on this state, then the case is an arguable one, but it still fails to give proper weight to those Marxists who resisted this collapse. Trotsky’s discussion of morality in Their Morals and Ours may be pretty unsatisfactory, but he still died fighting Stalinism. 
 Part of the problem with homing in on such texts is that it can exaggerate their overall theoretical significance: their manifest inadequacy is symptomatic of the failure of the classical Marxists, because of their acceptance of a relativist meta-ethics, to devote serious intellectual resources to philosophical reflection on moral thought. But this failure, and the mistakes it involved co-exists with substantive judgements that entail important ethical commitments. This is true of Marx’s theory of exploitation, as I have suggested above; similarly, the themes of fulfilment through labour and of proletarian self-emancipation, which can be interpreted as pulling in an Aristotelian direction. 
   
But attractive though Aristotelian virtue-ethics undeniably is, and resonant with themes in Marx, it suffers from serious defects. Let me mention just three in the form of questions:

· As MacIntyre himself asks in After Virtue, can Aristotle’s conception of wellbeing be detached from his teleological biology? 

· Can the notion of wellbeing also be rescued from the approved list of activities (generally those of a cultivated Athenian gentleman) with which Aristotle equates it? 

· Is the exclusion of women and slaves from the full practice of the virtues merely a scope-limitation that can be lifted without significant impact on the rest of Aristotle’s ethics? 

MacIntyre is, of course, committed to the claim that these limitations can be overcome and indeed that ‘the fruitful correction of these inadequacies and mistakes’ is ‘best achieved by a better understanding of Aristotelian theory and practice’. 
 Thus he seeks to rescue Aristotle from his treatment of women and slaves: ‘the claim that in the best kind of polis the distribution of public offices and the honouring of achievement will be in accordance with excellence, that is, with virtues, is independent of any thesis about what kinds of persons are or are not capable of excellence.’ 
 I have always been deeply uncomfortable about this type of defence of Aristotle. Hence I am dubious about the very idea of ‘revolutionary Aristotelianism’ that Knight has used characterize MacIntyre’s project. 
 To deny certain categories of human being the ability fully to practise the virtues isn’t just an accidental limitation of a theory’s scope, but reveals a profound moral flaw in that theory that requires its drastic reconstruction. As a Christian, MacIntyre seems here indifferent to the potential egalitarian significance of the doctrine of grace: arguably Rawls offers a secularized version of this doctrine when he argues that justice must be disjoined from moral desert. 
 
The Aristotelian approach, by contrast, seems to tie the moral claims that others make on us to the extent to which they have demonstrated their own capacity for excellence through the contributions they make to us and to the political community they and we share. 
 It is interesting to see how MacIntyre seeks in Dependent Rational Animals (a splendid book from which there is much to be learned) to reframe his account of the virtues in a way that avoids this conception’s anti-egalitarian consequences. So what we owe each other emerges from our place in ‘networks of giving and receiving’ that start at the earlier stage of infancy when we are no more (but no less) than other animals. MacIntyre tells us that ‘[t]he making and sustaining of those relationships is directed towards each becoming an independent practical reasoner. So the good of each cannot be pursued without also pursuing the good of all those who participate in those relationships.’ This is already closer to the Marx of the Manifesto (for whom the free development of each is the condition of the free development of all) than it is to Aristotle. Similarly, when discussing our duty to strangers, MacIntyre draws on Aquinas on pity and charity. But the tensions produced by his attempt to widen Aristotle out become evident when he discusses justice in a community:
Between independent practical reasoners the norms will have to satisfy Marx’s formula for justice in a socialist society, according to which what each receives is proportionate to what each contributes. Between those capable of giving and those who are most dependent – children, the old, the disabled – the norms will have to satisfy a revised version of Marx’s formula for justice in a communist society, ‘From each according to her or his ability, to each, as far as is possible, according to her or his needs’. 

MacIntyre thus commends ‘a way of life characterized both by effective appeals to desert and by effective appeals to justice, and so by justice to and for both the independent and the dependent’. 
 As a principled approach to justice this is quite hopeless. Marx in the ‘Critique of the Gotha Programme’ introduces the needs principle in order to correct what he identifies as the ‘defects’ of the contribution principle. His two grounds for rejecting the latter as defective foreshadow the arguments of contemporary egalitarian philosophers, respectively John Rawls and Amartya Sen. First, individuals’ productive contributions reflect talents whose origins and exercise depend on aspects of their genetic constitution and social environment for which they cannot be held responsible: as Marx puts, allocating according to contribution treats ‘the unequal individual endowments and thus productive capacity of workers as natural privileges’. Secondly, the contribution principle fails to take into account differences in individual needs – ‘one worker is married, another not; one has more children, another not, etc, etc.’ 
 Another way of putting it is that, despite his effort to highlight our dependence and vulnerability as centrally important moral facts about humans, MacIntyre underestimates the extent to which independent practical reasoners are themselves dependent in how they acquire and develop their capabilities and in the possession of needs that track the particularity of their circumstances. Certainly his attempt to reconcile the contribution and needs principles illustrates the difficulties inherent in giving Aristotelianism an egalitarian spin. This is not to say that desert has no place in a conception of social justice – consider, example, the efforts to contemporary egalitarian liberals to integrate the considerations cited by Marx with proper scope being given to individual responsibility, but these pull in a very different direction from that taken by MacIntyre. 

Pursuing universal emancipation
In any case, one irreducible merit of the infamous Enlightenment project is the affirmation it makes of humans’ moral and political equality. There may be something distinctively bourgeois about Kant’s categorical imperative, but there is an upside as well as a downside to this. It provides a philosophical articulation to the promise of universal emancipation made by the great bourgeois revolutions – at the English Putney Debates, and in the American Declaration of Independence, the French Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen, and their like. Marxists have pointed to the tacit or explicit limitations to this promise that have led, again and again, to its betrayal. But it doesn’t follow that the promise of universal emancipation is reducible to these limitations so that it is merely the ideological mask of capitalist domination. For there is a side to Marx’s appreciation of capitalism, notable especially in the Manifesto and the Grundrisse where he welcomes it as a universalizing force that, through the destruction of established institutions and parochial barriers that it effects, has a powerful liberating potential.   
Consider, for example, the following passage from the Grundrisse:
Thus the old view, in which the human being appears as the aim of production, regardless of his limited national, religious, political character, regardless of his limited national, religious, political character seems very lofty when contrasted to the modern world, where production appears as the aim of mankind and wealth as the aim of production. In fact, however, when the limited bourgeois form in stripped away, what is wealth other than the universality of individual needs, capacities, pleasures, productive forces etc., created through universal exchange? The full development of human mastery over the forces of nature, those of so-called nature as well as humanity’s own nature? The absolute working out of his creative potentialities, with no presupposition other than the previous historic development, which makes this totality of development, i.e. the development of all human powers as such the end in itself, not as measured on a predetermined yardstick? Where he does not reproduce himself in one specificity, but produces his totality? Strives not to remain something he has become, but is in the absolute movement of becoming? In bourgeois economics – and the epoch of production to which it corresponds – this complete working-out of the human content appears as a complete emptying-out, this universal objectification as total alienation, and the tearing-down of all limited, one-sided aims as sacrifice of the human end-in-itself to an entirely external end. This is why the childish world of antiquity appears on one side as loftier. On the other side, it is loftier in all matters where closed shapes, forms and given limits are sought for. It is satisfaction from a limited standpoint; while the modern gives no satisfaction; or, where it appears satisfied with itself, it is vulgar. 

Earlier in the same manuscript Marx emphasizes that both vulgar modernity and childish antiquity are equally necessary – and, in themselves, equally false – positions:

In earlier stages of development the single individual seems to have developed more fully, because he has not yet worked out his relationships in their fullness, or erected them as independent social powers and relations opposite himself. It is as ridiculous to yearn for a return to this original fullness as it is to believe that with this complete emptiness history has come to a standstill. The bourgeois viewpoint has never advanced beyond this antithesis between itself and the romantic viewpoint, and therefore the latter will accompany it as legitimate antithesis up to its blessed end. 
 

These passages show Marx at his most dialectical, understanding the attractions of what we would now call the communitarian critique of capitalism, which rejects that system’s ‘total alienation’ in the name of ‘closed shapes, forms and given limits’, as well as those of capitalism, above all the immense expansion of human possibility that it brings, while refusing to make either of these standpoints his own. In his Marxist days MacIntyre does occasionally register the liberating aspect of capitalism:

The paradox of bourgeois society is that it at one and the same time contains both the promise of greatly enlarged freedom and the denial of that freedom. In two directions, capitalism enlarges freedom by destroying bonds and limitations. It transforms nature and ensures an effective human domination of nature. More than that, it makes men assume that they are not bound down by nature. In precapitalist societies, one finds a sense of inevitability and fatality about natural catastrophes such as floods and famine. In capitalist societies, men learn that there is no inevitability here. Where they come to feel inevitability and fatality is not in nature, but in society. Yet even here there is a first promise of freedom. The ‘Marseillaise’ and ‘John Brown’s Body’ are bourgeois hymns. The feudal ties of the serf and the ownership of the slave are destroyed by capitalism and in their place there stands the free labourer, free to sell his labour, if there is a buyer, or starve. 

But this theme is pretty muted in MacIntyre’s Marxist writings and quite absent from his later work. Indeed, the latter focuses on ‘closed shapes, forms and given limits’. Thus he writes: ‘what is most urgently needed is a politics of self-defence for all those local societies that aspire to achieve some relatively self-sufficient and independent form of participatory practice-based community and that therefore need to protect themselves from the corrosive effects of capitalism and the depredations of state power.’ 
 The importance of such local communities is that they offer the most favourable conditions for the kinds of practices that promote and are promoted by the virtues:
The modes of social practice in some relatively small-scale and local communities – examples range from some kinds of ancient city and some kinds of medieval commune to some kinds of modern co-operative farming and fishing enterprises – in which social relationships are informed by a shared allegiance to the goods internal to communal practices, so that the uses of power and wealth are subordinated to the achievement of those goods, make possible a form of life in which participants pursue their own goods rationally and critically, rather than having continually to struggle, with greater or lesser success, against being reduced to the status of instruments of this or that type of capital formation. 

What is missing here is just the universality that capitalism claims for itself and that Marx does not simply dismiss when pointing out that the ‘absolute working out’ of human ‘creative potentialities’ takes the form, under capitalism, of ‘a complete emptying out’. But had MacIntyre remained a Marxist he might have come to reflect that this view of capitalism offers an opportunity to develop ‘a theory which treats what emerges in history as providing us with a basis for our standards, without making the historical process morally sovereign or its progress automatic’. He might have concluded that it is capitalism’s universalizing tendencies – its subversion of existing institutions and practices, its construction of a world economy long before the term ‘globalization’ was coined, its mingling of peoples and cultures – that creates the context in which the advancing of universal political claims begins to seem plausible.
Etienne Balibar has coined the term ‘égaliberté’ to refer to the demand for the maximal realization of both liberty and equality that he argues was raised by the great bourgeois revolutions. 
 From this perspective, the tacit or explicit exclusions present in initial versions of this demand – of women, slaves, labourers, blacks, etc. – can be seen both as limitations revealing the class realities underlying the formulation of the demand and as incitements to a process of permanent revolution as those excluded constitute themselves as political subjects and assert their claim to equality and liberty. Where Marxism inserts itself into this process is in affirming that égaliberté cannot be realized within the framework of capitalism.  Socialist revolution might then be defended as realizing the promise of universal liberty and equality that capitalism offers but cannot fulfil.

A historical illustration might help to bring out the idea involved. In an essay on Marx’s ‘Theses on Feuerbach’, MacIntyre draws on Edward Thompson’s The Making of the English Working Class in order to describe how the experience of industrialization led groups of craft-workers to embrace physical force Chartism. The point of this narrative is to demonstrate how the defence of constitutively local practices is the source of authentic political action – something that Marx was unable to grasp. 
 But Gareth Stedman-Jones has offered an important reinterpretation of the Chartists, in particular seeking to show how they took over the political language of English democratic radicalism as it had developed since the 17th century revolutions. ‘The self-identity of radicalism’, he writes, ‘was not that of any specific group, but of the “people” or the “nation” against the monopolizers of political representation and power and hence financial or political power.’ Philosophically influenced by poststructuralism, Stedman-Jones uses this study in order to refute what he calls the ‘social interpretation’ of Chartism as the expression of the rising industrial working class. 
 
What this leaves out of account is the explosive socio-political significance – well-understood by the Chartists’ contemporaries – of the adoption of a radical-democratic ideology by a movement composed overwhelmingly of factory-workers. 
 Furthermore, however, the case of Chartism illustrates Balibar’s conception of égaliberté: however much prompted by the invasion and violation of their local practices by modern capitalist mass-production, the workers who rallied to the Chartist cause were embracing a political ideology and programme that demanded universal emancipation. Their central demand – manhood suffrage – captures precisely the radical charge (giving the vote to propertyless labourers) and the limitation demanding further radicalization (the exclusion of women) that Balibar sees as characteristic of the dynamics of égaliberté. As Stathis Kouvelakis has argued, Marx constituted his own distinctive politics through a growing recognition in the mid-1840s that the new working class being forged by industrial capitalism was the inheritor of the radical-democratic project that Kouvelakis identifies above all with 1789-93 in France, but which can be traced back to the English Revolution of the 1640s. 
 
Understanding the socialist project as at once continuation of and break with an initially bourgeois project of political emancipation allows Marxists to maintain the kind of dialectical stance that Marx exemplifies in the passages from the Grundrisse that I cited above: on the one hand, capitalism’s failure to fulfil its own promise is criticized; on the other hand, the promise itself provides this critique with its normative resources. But it would be a mistake to see this as simply an immanent critique of capitalism, because the critique only gains bite as a normative critique, rather than a mere demonstration of inconsistency, if the claim to universal equality and liberty is transhistorically valid. If it is not, why should be it a merit of socialist revolution that it realizes the demand for égaliberté first raised in the epoch of the transition from feudalism to capitalism?
Here, as in the problem of how to give Marx’s critique of capitalist exploitation moral foundations, we confront the difficulty of providing transhistorical normative principles with some sort of philosophical grounding. It is the constant intrusion of this difficulty that underlines what a hard philosopher Kant is to escape. For, however, dubiously arrived at given Kant’s premisses, the version of the categorical imperative that commands us to treat all humans as ends and not only as means would provide reasonably robust support for the more specific principles required to support a critique of capitalist exploitation. 
 Meta-ethically, we seem to be caught in a kind of infernal triangle constituted by Aristotle, Bentham, and Kant. The temptation to turn this into a square by invoking Hegel should be resisted. Hegel claimed to resolve just the kinds of tension between and within classical and modern thought that I have been exploring but only by making them contributors to the developing self-consciousness of Absolute Spirit. This is too high a price to pay.

You may be surprised that I include Bentham in the triangle since he is in many ways a much cruder thinker than the others mentioned. But his making the satisfaction of desire the benchmark of the good has the same kind of bourgeois ambivalence as Kant’s categorical imperative. Undeniably it refuses critical reflection on desires – what Charles Taylor has called ‘strong evaluation’ – any purchase. But there is a levelling, anti-hierarchical element in the insistence that watching Big Brother is as valuable as giving an academic paper. MacIntyre tells us that, ‘although Aristotle’s account of the hierarchal ordering of the best kind of polis rests on certain kinds of mistake, the best kind of polis will have a hierarchical order. This is because it has to school its citizens in the exercise of the virtues. The hierarchy of the best kind of polis is one of teaching and of learning, not of irrational domination.’ 
 To anyone less than enthused by the prospect of such a ‘hierarchical ordering’, Bentham’s insistence that there is a connection between the equality of desires and the equality of persons offers some kind of refuge, however unsatisfactory.
James Griffin in his outstanding book Well-Being indeed suggests that what he (over-modestly) calls ‘a padded-out utilitarianism’ may be the best way to rescue the concept of wellbeing from Aristotle’s metaphysical elitism. Wellbeing, he argues, consists in the fulfilment of ‘informed desires’ – that is, ‘desires that persons would have had if they appreciated the true nature of their objects’. 
 Informed desire is desire – that is, it roots wellbeing in the lives of distinct persons, and thereby breaks with the idea that the good consists in an approved list of activities. But, because it is informed desire it transcends what Griffin calls the dualisms of subjective and objective, desire and understanding, by opening a space for reflection on the kind of desires we should have and – closely associated – the kind of person we should be. This seems to me to be a fruitful direction in which to reopen the path indicated but ultimately not taken by MacIntyre of reconnecting morality and desire. But I have no illusions about the philosophical difficulties involved

What about MacIntyre’s own alternative account of practical rationality? His argument seems to be that one reason why the Enlightenment project fails is that it advances a Utopian ideal of universal rationality defined in opposition to tradition. His conception of ‘tradition-constituted enquiries’, according to which ‘the standards of rational justification themselves emerge from and are part of a history in which they are vindicated by the way in which they transcend the limitations of and provide remedies for the defects of their predecessors within the history of that same tradition’, is intended how to show particular intellectual traditions can achieve rational progress despite failing to conform to this Enlightenment ideal. 
  In one sense, this conception is highly congenial to a Marxist, since a helpful way of thinking about what being a Marxist entails is to think of it as carrying on a tradition. But this example illustrates the problem with conceiving rational progress as strictly internal to a tradition (as seems entailed by MacIntyre’s endorsement of the doctrine of incommensurability). Granted that Marxism is only worth persisting with if it overcomes the problems it has generated in terms consistent with its own constitutive principles and criteria, such a reformulation (whatever it might involve) is unlikely to command assent even among Marxists unless it involves addressing phenomena identified as counter-examples, not merely from its own standpoint but also from the perspective of rival traditions such as mainstream liberalism and MacIntyre’s Catholicism. Indeed, the list of phenomena disputed both among Marxists and between them and their opponents are familiar enough to all concerned (and indeed have already figured in this paper) – the persistence of capitalism, the character of contemporary class structures, the Stalinist catastrophe. MacIntyre does envisage adherents to a tradition in ‘epistemological crisis’ switching to another more successful tradition, but it is only plausible to judge such a move rationally justified, as he claims it can be, if the failure of one tradition and the success of the other can be characterized at least partly in terms common to both. The combination of internal and external criteria involved is nicely captured by Imre Lakatos when he argues that a new version of a scientific research programme constitutes progress over its predecessors if it (i) is consistent with the heuristic defining the problems the programme addresses and the methods it uses; (ii) it predicts some novel facts; and (iii) some of these predictions are corroborated empirically). 
 Such an approach does not require that we reject the idea that rationality must be understood (partly) relative to a tradition; it is, however, inconsistent with the claim that traditions are mutually incommensurable, but we should reject this claim anyway, for reasons best given by Donald Davidson.
 The standards of rational justification, like everything human, emerge and develop historically, but they could not perform their function if they were entirely specific to a tradition.
Resistance or revolution?
The philosophical undertaking all too sketchily commended above seems to me worthwhile in part for political reasons. Despite all the complications and deviations of MacIntyre’s evolution over the past quarter century, the following affirmation from After Virtue still seems to sum up his position: ‘that all morality is always to some degree tied to the socially local and particular and that the aspirations of the morality of modernity to a universality freed from all particularity is an illusion.’ 
 The version of Marxism I have been trying to defend in this paper wouldn’t simply reject the two-part claim made here. ‘[T]hat all morality is always to some degree tied to the socially local and particular’ is implied by the conception of theory as rendering intelligible and criticizing social practices common to MacIntyre in his Marxist and post-Marxist phases. The key point of difference lies in the fact that Marxists don’t find the dissolution of the local and particular effected by capitalism as simply negative and destructive: the expansion of human powers and the subversion of tradition it brings are potentially liberating. 

As to the second part of the claim, what Marxism sees emerging from this process is not ‘a universality freed of all particularity’. The whole point of the proletariat, according to both Marx and Lukács, is that its specific social location at the apex of capitalist exploitation and commodification allows it to become the agent of universal emancipation: it is the class particularity of the proletariat that makes it what Marx (after Hegel) called the universal class.  This dialectic of universal and particular has been taken up in different ways by contemporary critical theorists such Alain Badiou, Pierre Bourdieu, and Slavoj Žižek. 

Of course MacIntyre, with his Hegelian-Marxist formation, is perfectly familiar with these points: his problem with the conception of the proletariat as the universal class is that he finds it incredible, for the substantive reasons cited above. But even if one accepts (as I do not) that Marxism is exhausted as social theory and political project, the alternative of a ‘politics of self-defence’ of those ‘local societies’ where MacIntyrean practices might flourish seems unacceptably defeatist. Without simply repeating all the tedious clichés of globalization, it is clear enough that the greater transnational economic integration and the neoliberal restructuring of societies over the past generation have significantly changed the political context in which projects of collective action are formulated and pursued.

It is also undeniable that neoliberal globalization has since the mid-1990s provoked powerful, if unevenly distributed movements of resistance. Some of these do take the form of a ‘politics of self-defence of ... local societies’. But this is not a satisfactory framework for approaching these movements. One important reason why this is so is that many of them seek to cooperate on a transnational or even transcontinental basis (for example, under the aegis of the World Social Forum). Such cooperation demands the framing of a political language in which shared grievances and, more ambitiously, common programmes and strategies can be formulated and assessed. It is hard to see how this language cannot but be one in which various kinds of universal claims are made, even if there are strong reasons (political, in the first instance) why they should be connected to particular collective experiences and social forms. The necessarily particularistic politics that MacIntyre’s philosophy authorizes certainly encompasses resistance to neoliberalism, but (contrary to the claims made for it by Knight, for example) it cannot even imagine revolution, since, by definition, that would involve a comprehensive social transformation – and how could that get underway without the constitution of a collective subject that conceives itself as the bearer of some kind of universal interest? 

When I put this kind of criticism to MacIntyre at the conference for which this paper was originally written, he responded by conceding that he didn’t know how to change the contemporary global economic order – but adding that I didn’t know either. This was a splendid put-down, much enjoyed by those present (me very much included). But it didn’t really address the questions that I had posed. First of all, the biggest problem isn’t how to change global capitalism but what to replace it with: the collapse of the USSR seemed to remove from our horizons any alternative to the market economy. Secondly, I not only agree that I share MacIntyre’s ignorance but embrace this condition. To claim to know in any detail what a future post-capitalist society would be like is both politically and morally dubious – an instance of the bureaucratic rationality that MacIntyre targets in After Virtue and that was implicated in so many 20th century disasters. That the pretension to such knowledge is dangerous – as Marx puts it in the ‘Theses on Feuerbach’, dividing society into two parts, one of which sees itself superior to society – is a major motive behind his rejection of Utopian socialism, over-stated though this is. Thirdly, if MacIntyre’s thought is that we can’t say anything useful about the principles that might govern a desirable alternative to capitalism, then this is simple false. There is, for example, a growing body of literature that seeks to outline how a democratically planned economy based on self-management by producers and consumers could replace the market as the principal form of economic coordination. 
 But it seems clear that MacIntyre has lost interest in the search for a global alternative (literally and metaphorically) to capitalism. He may present this as an empirical response to the failure of Marxism, but it seems to me that it goes deeper than that: one of the shaping drives of his philosophy is a principled preference for the local and particular. Thus, when outlining the conditions favourable to practice-based communities, he simply asserts without any supporting argument that ‘the modern state cannot provide a political framework informed by just generosity necessary to achieve the common goods of networks of giving and receiving’. 
 As much a claim about the scope of possible community as the implication of a justified critique of the modern bureaucratic state, this is less a falsifiable statement than a founding assumption.
It is, finally, hard to see how the political language needed to articulate and coordinate resistance to neoliberalism can develop without drawing on the normative resources of what MacIntyre disparages as the Enlightenment project. This is not simply because, as he and Marxists can agree, in the form of some variant or other of liberalism, it is ideologically dominant. Much more interesting is the tension inherent in it between promise and achievement – égaliberté and actually existing capitalism. It seems both unnecessary and imprudent not to avail oneself of the critical leverage offered by this tension. Even if one thinks, mistakenly, that the Marxist project is cloud cuckoo-land, why give up on the demand that capitalism live up to its promise of universal liberty and equality? MacIntyre’s own achievement lies in the philosophical acuity and historical intelligence with which he has exposed the constitutive failure of liberal capitalism. His limitation is that he has lost the feel for contradiction so fundamental to the greatness of his two old masters, Hegel and Marx. 
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