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In the two decades snce Marx's works
became academicdly respectable, his own
arguments, the traditional formulaions of
historical materialism, have become progres-
sively overlaid by a dense undergrowth of
interpretation.

Many would-be students have no doubt
drawn back as aresult — unableto cope with
the vaied specidisms, Neo-Ricardian
economics, Structuralism and Freudian psy-
chology, which clam to validate particular
versions. It is therefore welcome to find a
treatment of Marx, recently reissued as a
paperback, which, by and large, does the
opposite, and brings usinto direct encounter
with Marx's own words.

GA Cohen's book presents itsdf as a
defence. To quote the author: ‘it is an old-
fashioned historica materidism which |
defend, in which higtory is, fundamentally,
the growth of human productive power, and
the forms of society rise and fal according as
they enable or impede growth.'

Matched with this, and no lesswelcome, is
the book's quest for clarity. The portentious
imprecision of the French school of Althusser
isrepeatedly cdled to task. 'The Althusserian
vogue', writes Cohen, 'could have un-
fortunate consequences for Marxism in
Britain, where lucidity is a precious heritage,
and where it is not generaly supposed that a
theoretical statement, to be one, must be
hard to comprehend.'

Cohen's own theoretical commitment is to
restore the concept of 'productive forces to
its central place in explaining human
development.

Basing himsdf on a close examination of
Marx's own usage, particularly in his 'most
pregnant' text, the Prefaceto the Critique of
Palitical Economy, Cohen defines productive
forces as including instruments of pro-
duction, scientific knowledge, raw materids
and labour power. These in their cumulative
expansion, from generation to generation,
ultimately and periodicaly lead human
beings to the necessity of transforming the
economic  structure  or  relations  of
production.

Itis, in turn, these relations — constitut-
ing, as Cohen cogently argues, done and by
themselves the economic 'base’ — which
explain the 'superstructure’ of society, its
ideology and legd institutions.

From this, therefore, it will be clear that
Cohen champions what he himsalf describes
as a 'technologica' interpretation, that he
relates superstructure, directly and causdly,
to the base, and that he defends a progressive
view of the unfolding of quditatively higher
socid systems.

At the sametime, the point should be made
that 'technological' does not, in Cohen's use,
imply either literally or metaphoricdly that
such an approach is mechanica. On the
contrary, it places a the centre of any
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explanation the continual and transforming
relationship between human labour and
nature (including human nature).

Moreover, Cohen approaches the task of
how this explanation should be made with a
subtlety and precison which, whatever its
limitations, compares favourably with the 'in
the last resort' evasons of the structuralist
school. He advocates a theory of explanation
that is functiona (not functiona”) and
within  which, to use Cohen's initidly
somewhat bemusing terms, 'the character of
what is explained is determined by its effect
onwhat it explains.

This may be smply illustrated by looking
at theinstitutions of the early capitdist state.

A new class, the bourgeoisie, is brought
into being. It is created by transformationsin
productive forces which made possible,
through conscious action, the forging of new
production relations in which wage labour is
hired by capitad. But to sugtain these
relations, for them not to be quickly
destroyed, it will be necessary to create new
legd ingtitutions and ideology. Hence, the
character of these inditutions cannot be
explained without reference to the spedific
development of productive forces and yet a
the same time these same ingtitutions are
indispensable for the growth of the new
relations and the further revolutionisng of
productive forces.

In arguing this case, and within it the
primacy of the economic base, Cohen goeson
to provide a valuable distinction between the
basic (and pre-legal) 'powers over property
and labour power implicit in particular dass
relations and the legd rights that are crested
to endorse them.

This enables him to refute the accusations
of critics like HB Acton that by making
property 'rights' intrinsic components of
production  relations Max  himsdf
abandoned the digtinction between base and
superstructure. At the same time Cohen dso
chides Perry Anderson for actualy making
this mistake by attempting to explain therise
of capitalism, at least in part, by the prior
existence in Europe of absolute property
rights stemming from Roman Law.

Again, in his definition of class, Cohen
indgsts on a firm adherence, to its structural
base in production relations. On this score
the historian EP Thompson is criticised for
tackling the 'making' of the English working



classin cultural and ideologica terms which
are grictly rdevant to a quite different
subject: the emergence of class conscious
ness.

Can we therefore conclude that the book
doesindeed live up toits subtitle asa defence
of historical maeriaism?

Unfortunately, our answer has, up to a
point, to be qudified. For as befits a book of
rugged and uncompromising originality, it
aso leaves a number of question marks, and
some of these are by no meanssmall.

First, his defenceis framed in terms which
Cohen describes as 'those standards of clarity
and rigour which distinguish twentieth
century anaytica philosophy'. It is
accordingly avery English book by pedigree,
and one which pays initia tribute to the
heritage of logica positivism.

This may give Cohen added weight in his
polemics with Acton and Plamenatz. But we
are |eft guessing (because he does not tell us)
about his sandpoint on didecticd
materidisn. Much of what he writes is
inherently didecticd (as in his functiond
mode of explanation), yet from some brief
remarks on the concept of ‘contradiction’, it
could be inferred that Cohen is unwilling to
extend his defence to dialectical materialism
itself.
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And, if that isthe case, it must reopen our
assessment of his interpretation of historical
materialism. For while, in some ways, the
procedures of anaytica philosophy are
infinitly flexible, it is not easy to exempt
logicd pogtivism from the strictures which
Politizer applied to the extenson of formd
logic beyond the domain of mathematics.

Cohen's position may or may not demand
the assertion of principles of identity (that is,
of unchanging categories) or of non-contra
diction. But, until this has been made
explicit, we are left with the suspicion that
however brisk Cohen's rgjection of idedlism
at the front door, it enters unchalenged
through the back.

For it is the practice of making historical
relations, of understanding the process of
change, that is the red test. Cohen has
elaborated a structure that is by formd
declaration materialist and technological. It
remains to ask oursalves whether or not this
can be done in the absence of the procedures
of materialist didectics outlined, for
example, by Lenin in his Philosophical
Notebooks.

Second, and no less centrad, Cohen
expounds but does not defend the labour
theory of value. From his find chapter on
contemporary capitaism one might infer that
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heisunwilling to do so.

Here his position is not unlike that of
Baran and Sweezy. These economidts, in
rejecting the labour theory of value, argued
that in its monopoly stage capitdism's
contradictions stem principally from a rising
rate of surplus and theirrationality embodied
inits consumption. Cohen appearsto endorse
a similar thesis athough he focuses on the
contradiction between production for ex-
change (ie, profit) and that for socid use. He
argues that advanced capitdism is only able
to function by stimulating unreal needs and
grotesquely wasting materid and human
resources.

Hence his immediate paliticd pre-
scription: that workers should use their
bargaining power to sask moreleisuretime as
against higher wages.

It is unfortunate that so serious a book
should not confront a theory which Marx
believed to be central. Its emphasis on unred
needs and leisure time serves to mask the
politically most pregnant aspect of
capitalism's crisis. its inability to make full
use of its productive resources. Scientificaly,
this inability can only be understood as a
consequence of its own necessary (labour)
measure of value.

Thisomission, and the one-sided devation
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of leisure time, is not unconnected with our
find point of criticism.

In his section on the future communist
society Cohen reinterprets, if he does not
actualy dispute, Marx's formulation that
'labour is no longer ameans of life, but life's
prime want'. Cohen takes this to mean that
labour, being a means to live, cannot be
wanted.

Elsewhere, discussng human nature, he
argues that men do not naturaly wish to
labour but as rdiond beings will, in
conditions of scarcity, do so, and use their

uniquely developed menta powers to control
their environment.
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This separation of labour and rationdity
into (undiadecticaly) digtinct categories
continues throughout the book. Can it be
eedly reconciled with Marx's concept of
humanity's 'species-being'?

This gives human labour, as a gecificaly
collective and socid activity, auniquerolein
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of advance towards communist society would
be how far labour did become 'life's prime
want'.

The difference is a fundamenta one, and
relevant not just to the future but aso to any
understanding of class society.

However, our find note should not be one

thedevel opment of rationdity, of instrumental of criticism. Cohen has ventured on a most

communication and language.

The coercive loss of its control, its
alienation, the hallmark of any dass society,
inevitably  transforms  the individud's
relaionships to his labour and his own
development. Conversdly, as Max wrote in
the Critique of the Gotha Programme, the test
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difficult task. His darification of basic terms
is of lasting importance. He has cleared avay
many academic absurdities. Mogt important,
he has helped take a new generation of
students back to the bright sted of Marx's
own thought.
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