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Marcuse's Reason and Revolution was the first Hegelian Marxist text to appear in
English, the first systematic study of Hegel by a Marxist, and the first work in English
to discuss the young Marx seriously. It introduced Hegelian and Marxist concepts such
as alienation, subjectivity, negativity, and the Frankfurt School's critique of positivism
to a wide audience in the United Srates. When the book first appeared, it was attacked
sharply from the standpoint of empiricism and positivism by Sidney Haok, among
others. Since 1960, new critiques of Marcuse's book have been developed from varying
perspectives, especially by the "scientific” Marxist Lucia Colletti, the critical theorist
Dauglas Kellnar, and the Marxist humanist Raya Dunayevskaya. From the postmod-
ernist camp, Jacques Derrida has discussed same of the same themes as did Marcuse,
especiatly around the issues of negativity and difference. It is argued, however, that
Derrida’ s reading of Hegel is more problematic than Marcuse's, especially with regard
g the project of constructing a critical social theory.

Hegel and Hegelianism have lurked in the background of saciological theory from the
very beginning of the sociological enterprise. In Capital, Marx wrote in praise of “the
Hegelian ‘contradiction,” which is the source of all dialectic” ([1867-75] 1976, p. 744).
In a later postscript to the same text he stated “My dialectical method is, in its foundations,
not only different from the Hegelian, but exactly opposite to it” ([1867-75] 1976, p. 102).
The generation of Marxist theorists who followed, and who were the contemporaries of
Weber and Durkheim, tended to favor the secand type of statement over the first, in part
because they had not read the [844 Manuscripis, these were published only in 1927 (in
Russian) and then in 1932 (in German). As the French saciologist Lucien Goldmann
(1976) writes, the Marxist attitude toward Hegel did not begin to change until after World
War [:

.. . Hegelian categories are all recovered in Marxism; and it is no accident that they
were reactualized in Europe around, say, the years 1917-23: first by Lenin in the
Philosaphic Notebooks, secondly by Lukics in History and Class Consciousness, and
thirdly, I believe, somewhat later in Gramsci’s concretely philosophical analyses. Fur-
thermere it is not accidental that in the interim, with Mehring, Plekhancov, Kautsky,
Bernstein, and even Lenin at the time he wrote Materialism and Empirio-Criticism,
Marxism was just as positivistic as academic science (pp. 112-13).

* Earlier and much-abbreviated versions of this paper were presented at the annual meeting of the American
Saciological Association held in Pittsburgh in 1992 and at the Socialist Scholars Conference held in New York
in 1991, I would like te thank Janet Afary, Robert Antonio, Anna Maillow, and several anonymous reviewers
far helpful comments and criticisms of eatlier drafts. Douglas Kellner generously pravided not only extensive
criticisms of eatlier drafts, but also valuable source material on discussions af Marcuse's work. [ am of course
responsible for any deficiencies in this article,
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Thus Marx’s debt to Hegel was muted nearly to the point of invisibility by the leading
Marxist theorists of the turn of the century.

During this peried the non-Marxist founders of sociology also were rather hostile to
Hegel, and seemed to regard any lingering influence of Hegelianism as essentially perni-
cious to sociological theory. This was certainly true of Durkheim. In the years immediately
preceding the publication of Durkheim’s Suicide, Georges Noél's major study of Hegel,
which included a sharp attack on positivism, was published in the Revue de métaphysique
et de morale, a journal devated both to philosophy and sociology, and in which Durkheim
also published articles. In 1897 Noél’s La Logique de Hegel was issued as a book by the
prestigious Paris publishing house of Félix Alcan, who also published Suicide in that year
(Durkheim [1897) 1951; Noél 1897). Although Durkheim never published a critique of
Hegel, his statement in the preface to Suicide that “real laws are discoverable which
demonstrate the possibility of science better than any dialectical argument” ([1897] 1951,
p. 37) probably is directed at least in part against the type of Hegelianism represented by
Noél. In Durkheim’s view, Hegelianism contained an outdated, prescientific theory of
society. Certainly it is evident taday that positivism would eclipse Hegelianism in French
social thought for many years, but in 1897 Durkheim could have had no way of knowing
that Hegel’s pernicious shadow was soon to be banished to the sidelines.

Weber seems to have regarded Hegel with greater respect, but evidently more as a rival
than as a co-thinker. Donald N. Levine (1985, p. 150) writes of “Weber’s silent homage
to and acute consciousness of Hegel as his major intellectual antagonist” in referring to
an unpublished 1909 letter in which Weber wrote “Two ways of treating things stand
open: Hegel’s ot ours” (cited in Bruun 1972, p. 39). During this period Dilthey's influential
book Jugendgeschichte Hegels ([1905] 1959) helped to begin a Hegel revival in central
Europe. Three decades later, for example, Dilthey's work was cited frequently in Mar-
cuse’s first baok on Hegel (Marcuse [1932a] 1987).

In the United States at east since the 1960s, it has become commonplace to refer to
Hegelian Marxism and to regard the Hegel-Marx relationship as a key point of debate in
social theory. Such was not the case in 1941, however, when Marcuse's Reason and
Revalution: Hegel and the Rise of Social Theory was first published. Below [ prapose to
assess the importance and subsequent influence of Marcuse’s pathbreaking book, a half-
century after its publication.

THE ORIGINALITY OF REASON AND REVOLUTION

Reason and Reveolution holds the important distinction of being the first Hegelian Marxist
baok to appear in English. In addition, it was the first systematic published analysis of
Hegel’s major works from a Marxist standpoint in any language, preceding by several
years those by Georg Lukécs ([1948] 1975) and Ermst Bloch ([1949] 1962). To this day
Reason and Revolution stands as one of the major Marxist treatments of Hegel. It views
Marx's work as grounded in Hegel’s concept of dialectic. Theoretically, Marx’s work is
presented not only as a critique of capitalism, but also, at least implicitly, as the foundation
for a critique of Stalinist Communism. Marcuse’s book contains a critical analysis of
Hegel's major works, such as the Phenomenology of Mind, the Science of Logic, the
Philosophy of History, and the Philosophy of Righer, it also includes the first serious
treatment in English of Marx’s Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844. This
Hegelian-Marxian heritage is counterposed to what Marcuse considered to be the essen-
tially conservative worldview of positivism, which teaches people “to view and study the
phenomena of their world as neutral objects governed by universally valid laws” (194],
p. 326).
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In the preface to the ariginal edition, Marcuse (1941, p. vii) argues that “the rise of
Fascism calls for a reinterpretation of Hegel’s philosophy.” One major theme of his work,
he writes, is that it “will demonstrate that Hegel’s basic concepts are hostile to the
tendencies that have led into Fascist theory and practice” (p. vii). A second major theme
is Hegel's link to Marx. Marcuse writes that be “tried to go beyond mere restatement” in
his “survey of the structure of Hegel's system,” in order to connect it “particularly with
the Marxian theory” {p. vii). A third theme, he continues, is the critique of positivism, a
theory “which undertook to subordinate reason to the authority of established fact.”
Positivismm counterposes itself to the negative and critical character of Hegel’s dialectical
concept of reason, whereby Hegel’s “critical and rational standards, especially his dialec-
tics, had to come into conflict with the prevailing social reality™ (p. vii).

Marcuse locates Hegel's thought as part of the heritage of the Enlightenment concept
of reason and the French Revolution: “Reason presupposes freedom, the power to act in
accordance with knowledge of the truth, the power to shape reality in line with its
potentialities™ (1941, p. 9). By drawing “history into philosophy,” Hegel culminates the
journey of German idealism; at the same time, however, this historical dimension ulti-
mately “shatters the idealistic framewaork™ {1941, p. 16) of that tradition. Hegel's critique
of empiricism. is nat entirely new; it is part of the origin of German idealism, which,
Marcuse writes, “rescued philosophy from the attack of British empiricism” {1941, p. [6).
Kant began the counterattack on empiricism, but according to Hegel the “skeptical element
of Kant’s philosophy™ in the end vitiates “his atternpt to rescue reason from the empiricist
onslaught™ (1941, p. 23). Whereas philosophers “from Hume to the present-day logical
positivists” have made recourse to “the ultimate authority of the fact,” Hegel believes that
“the facts themselves have no authority” (1941, p. 27) until they are subjected to the
critique of dialectical reason.

Before taking up Hegel's first major work, the Phenomenology of Mind, Marcuse
surveys some of his largely unpublished earlier writings in the first discussion of those
writings in English. He singles out the radicalism of Hegel's early writings on industrialism
and labor, in which the attack on alienation and exploitation is scathing. In Marcuse's
view, “the tone and pathos of the descriptions point strikingly to Marx's Capital” when
Hegel writes “The faculties of the individual are infinitely restricted, and the consciousness
of the factory worker is reduced to the lowest level of dullness” (1941, p. 79). At the
same time, writes Marcuse, the very manuscript that developed this critique of capitalism
breaks off, as if Hegel “was terrified by what his analysis of the commadity-praducing
society disclaosed” (1941, p. 79). Marcuse states that according to Hegel the “wild animal”
which is capitalist society and its class contradictions “must be curbed, and such a process
requires the arganization of a strong state” (1941, p. 79). Marcuse develops this argument
further when he takes up the Philosophy of Right.

In his discussion of Hegel's Phenomenology, Marcuse notes Hegel’s severe critique of
the results of Enlightenment reason in the French Revolution: “Hegel saw that the result
of the French Revolution was not the realization of freedom, but the establishment of a
new despotism” (1941, p. 91). The central theme of the Phenomenology, as it moves
from sense awareness through Reason to Absolute Knowledge, is that the “world in reality
is not as it appears, but as it is comprehended by philosophy™ (1941, p. 93). Further,
according to Hegel, “Knowledge begins when philosophy destroys the experience of daily
life.” The latter is only “the starting point of the search for truth™ (1941, p. 103), which
is based ultimately on a critique of commonsense notions of reality. Thus Marcuse
identifies strongly with the specifically Hegelian critique of commonsense experience, a
position for which he has heen criticized harshly as a mystical idealist (as we shall see
later) by more orthodox Marxist theorists such as Lucio Colleti.



