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It was against the liberal humanist conception of human nature that Marx had set its 
sails against. In this view, man was considered the creator of meanings and values. The 
human self was considered to be a coherent entity; having a solid essence of its own. And this 
fact had an inherent value for bourgeoisie. Powered with the individualist conception of 
human nature, bourgeoisie could legitimate their uncensored egoistic practices. Free market 
had the blessing of the now universal human nature. But it was Marx then, who unpacked the 
paradox inherent in this ideological move. Symbiotically associated with this unfettered 
freedom, he showed, was the problem of the curtailment of the freedom of others. 
Consequently, the bourgeois values of equality, freedom and justice would always falter in 
practice. Time and again, the bourgeois ideology would get caught up in some corridor of 
uncertainty. What bourgeois thinking conceived a ‘given’ was in Marx’s view a ‘construct’. 
It was a serious blow to the established order. The human agency was shown not to be 
permanent and natural, but historical and cultural. If human nature was believed to have some 
ahistorical metaphysical essence, it was “false consciousness” as Marx called it. 

The same attack was launched against the humanist conception of human nature in the 
postmodern times. Postmodernism abhors any such thinking that smells of naturalness. For it, 
everything is cultural; a representation, a construction, a mediation. The human nature, too, 
lacks any transcendental foundation. The self is constituted by cultural conventions and lacks 
any inner core of its own. It is always already structured by myriad symbolic codes. If we 
peel off these codes and conventions, we would find nothing beneath but a bottomless abyss. 
The proposition that the human self is a textual fiction is embraced by postmodernism 
without any nostalgic grief. But the attempted murder of the self is not as convenient as 
postmodernism thinks. Postmodernism, too, is caught up in some strange contradictions. 

Marxism contains both. It sketches a middle path between humanist ‘being’ and 
postmodern ‘non-being’. It is a practical reply to the excesses of both. Marx, in saying that 
there was no human nature, was trying to dismantle the stubborn bourgeois conception of it. 
In actuality, he was not as extreme as that. He believed in some kind of human nature, though 
the human nature as he conceived it was not unalterable but constantly changing. There were 
certainly some traits to human beings that were universal but it was precisely those very 
permanent features that made us constantly evolving creatures as we are. Marxism, in this 
regard, is an apt reply to both conceptions of human nature- humanist fundamentalism and 
postmodern relativism. 

If for postmodernism everything is cultural, such a doctrine of culturalism, then, tends 
to naturalize itself. It becomes a kind of reductionism. Marxism, on the other hand, is not a 
reductionism as postmodern often conceives it to be. It sketches the middle path between 
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nature and culture. Terry Eagleton is not willing to endorse the culturalism of which 
postmodernism is enamoured. He believes that we are cultural only when we are natural. To 
say that we are only cultural is to absolutize the culture and to relativize the world. He says 
that “nature producesculture which changes nature” (The Idea of Culture 3). We possess the 
bodies which make us hybrid in this way. Body is the locus where nature and culture are 
fused together. “Meanings”, he believes, “can mould physical responses, but they are 
constrained by them too. The adrenal glands of the poor are often larger than those of the 
rich, since the poor suffer more stress, but poverty is not able to create adrenal glands where 
none exist” (The Idea of Culture 87). Postmodernism, he stresses, is nervous of the natural 
and that is the reason for its blindness to the fact that humans are cusped between nature and 
culture.Linda Hutcheon does not negate the ‘Real’. The real event, she believes, does take 
place, but its perception is always already coloured by our particular beliefs that we have 
gathered from myriad discursive social fields. Postmodernism does not negate the extra-
linguistic. Extra-linguistic things do exist but they get their meaning only within some 
signifying contexts. To this Eagleton significantly adds by saying that “culturalism is of 
course right that a natural event like death can be signified in myriad cultural styles. But we 
die anyway. Death represents Nature’s final victory over culture. The fact that it is culturally 
signified does not stop it from being a non-contingent part of our creaturely nature” (After 
Theory 162-163). In order to critique postmodern culturalism, Eagleton takes recourse to the 
human body which he considers as “the most palpable sign we have of the givenness of 
human existence” (After Theory 166). Humans are not the passive products of their 
environment. This is true from the other way also. The environment, too, cannot be moulded 
to any degree whatsoever by the sheer power of the will. If culture modifies nature, the latter 
sets some limits to this process. Eagleton says: 

Labour is in Marx’s opinion “eternal” condition which does not alter. What 
alters- what makes natural beings historical- are the various ways we humans go to 
work upon Nature. There is no reason to suppose that accepting the “eternal” nature 
of labour will deceive us into believing that these social forms are eternal as 
well…This “everlasting nature-imposed condition of human existence,” as Marx calls 
it, can be contrasted with the postmodern repression of the natural, material body, 
which it seeks to dissolve into culture…Postmodernism is nervous of the unchanging, 
which it falsely imagines to be everywhere on the side of political reaction. So since 
the human body has altered little in the course of its evolution, postmodern thought 
can cope with it only as a “cultural construct”. No thinker, as it happens, was more 
conscious than Marx of how Nature and the body are socially mediated. And that 
mediation is primarily known as Labour, which works Nature up into human 
meaning. Labour is a signifying activity…Human beings for Marx are part of Nature 
yet able to stand over against it; and this partial separation from Nature is itself part of 
their nature. But though Marx sees Nature and culture as forming a complex unity, he 
refuses to dissolve the one into the other. (Why Marx was Right?231-233)  
Adhering to its cultural dogmatism, Postmodernism rejects any essence to humans. 

Humans, it stresses, are cultural creatures. They are lacking any foundational substance of 
their own. They are governed by cultural codes. But it is precisely this cultural being, 
Eagleton believes, which makes us what we are. It is in our nature to be cultural. 
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Postmodernism stresses the fact that we are ‘within’ our culture and there is no 
‘outside’ position from which to launch any critique. “What this fails to see is that reflecting 
critically on our situation is part of our situation. It is a feature of the peculiar way we belong 
to the world” (Eagleton, After Theorychap 60). Postmodernism conceives that there is the 
need of some extra-terrestrial spot to critique our culture but that spot is impossible to be 
achieved. So everything is loose, discursive and contextual. But Eagleton asserts the fact that 
being contextual is an integral part of our nature: 

Curving back upon ourselves is as natural to us as it is to the cosmic space or a 
wave of the sea. It does not entail jumping out of our own skin. Without such self-
monitoring we would not have survived as a species…Beetles and monkeys clearly 
interpret their world. What distinguishes us from our fellow animals is that we are 
able in turn to interpret these interpretations…There is no need to struggle out of your 
skin in order to make fundamental criticism of your situation. You do not have to be 
standing in metaphysical outer space to recognize the injustice of racial 
discrimination. This is exactly where you would not recognize it. On the contrary, 
there is a good deal within our culture which we can draw on to do so…Being inside a 
culture is not like being inside a prison-house. (After Theory 60-62) 
What does postmodernism want to assert by saying that humans have no sure 

foundation to their being? It is in our nature, Eagleton maintains, to sit loose to what 
determines us culturally. And that is precisely the way humans function. This is not to mean 
that humans lack anything. This kind of existence is the nature of our selfhood and to take an 
ironic attitude to it is the part of it. Postmodernism wants to make a philosophical issue out of 
it. It scratches where it does not itch. “The universal is that breach or fissure in my identity,” 
Eagleton says, “which opens it from the inside to the Other, preventing me from fully 
identifying with any particular context. But this is our way of belonging to a context, not a 
way of lacking one. It belongs to the human situation to be ‘out of joint’ with any specific 
situation. And the violent disruption which follows from this connecting of the universal to a 
particular context is what we know as the human subject” (The Idea of Culture 97). Nature 
sets some limits to the self-fashioning“overman”. Nature is not clay in his hands to be shaped 
in whatever form. “For Marx, the self-fashioning subject is not a foundation beneath which 
we are unable to dig. On the contrary, it is the product of Nature, labour, power, history, 
culture, kinship and the like…In this sense at least, humanity for Marx is not a self-
determining absolute, and so cannot scramble on to the empty throne of its creator…Rather 
than denying culture, Marxism relocates it. It springs from material forces which are not 
cultural in themselves”(Eagleton, Culture and the Death of God 162). 

To say that humans have no ontological essence is ideologically fruitful to late 
capitalist society. Similarly, it was fruitful to credit the humans with a sure foundation for the 
early bourgeoisie. Before the capitalist alienation, the ‘self’ did not exist. It was just after the 
pre-capitalist organic community was broken; the self’ was born. In his analysis of Freudian 
theory, Jameson believes that the traumas of human psyche which Freud thought as timeless 
were in fact historical. But Freud cannot be accused of such a timeless gesture. It was made 
inevitable by the contradictions of History itself. It was a strategy of containment on his part. 
The individual alienation of which Freud spoke of in ahistorical principles was actually 
produced by Capitalism. The notion of the ‘self’ itself is a capitalist creation. It was due to 
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the centrifugal tendency of capitalism that such a notion came into existence and provided an 
“imaginary resolution to the real contradictions.” It provided a metaphysical consolation in 
the now “heartless world”. The individual psyche is not a theoretical category, Jameson 
implies, within Freudian framework, rather, its existence was assumed earlier. It is only when 
the assumption of such a notion is conceived that the overall oeuvre of Freudian 
psychoanalysis begins. And such a conception begins once Capitalism sets its mighty weight 
on the “collectivity” that it falls apart.The complexes of Freudian “psyche” were really felt by 
people, but Marxism asserts that they were historically produced and not timeless as Freud 
conceived though Freud is condoned of any error in Jameson’s confession box. All kinds of 
formalisms, Jameson says, operate by universalising what is actually historical. They produce 
the concept of a fixed, stable, and coherent conception of human nature.They take it outside 
the flow of history which produces the notion of a permanent human condition. Dianusasks 
Jameson:  

In your work, the notion of narrative is closely related to that of the “political 
unconscious”. In The Political Unconsciousyou say something like, “using the 
shorthand of philosophical idealism, I take narrative to be the central instance or 
function of the human mind.” There appears to be a conflict between this belief in 
what seems to be an almost Kantian or transcendental category- narrative- and the 
historical materialist presupposition that all human experience is mediated by history. 

Jameson: I’m glad you quoted the matter about “shorthand” because I’m using 
this ontological or Kantian language as a way of making this point very quickly. I 
don’t believe in a human nature, and therefore don’t believe that the mind has a given 
structure, or that this narrative instance is part of the mind’s structure. Part of the 
importance of the insistence on narrative- it’s obviously not just mine, it’s been 
present since the beginning of the structuralist period- is, at least in the united states, a 
reaction to the emphasis in literary criticism on lyric, and the way in which even the 
modern novel is understood to be non-narrative and essentially lyric, and the way in 
which therefore both lyric poetry and certain kinds of poetic language are placed at 
the centre of what became an aesthetic of Modernism as an ideology. My argument is 
a reaction against this; it wants to replace this centrality of poetic language with the 
notion of narrative as such, and with a different conception of form. It’s a conception 
of form that has to both involve process and, at the outer limit, history…This 
shorthand means to imply all of those things, and hopefully would take us in a 
direction of history and historical narrative rather than in the direction of static 
Kantian categories. (Buchanan 157,58) 

 Narrative, then, is not an a priori empty container in Kantian fashion. It is an 
epistemological category, a mode of organising history. Such modes are themselves strictly 
historical. The human self, as a timeless category, did not exist in “collective being” before 
capitalism. It came into being with the onset of capitalism. Socialism, by stressing on the 
collective being, would be a practical end to the individual self.Postmodernism, too, does not 
believe in the notion of self but its assertion is formalistic. Its assertion is a “strategy of 
containment”.The notion that there is auniversal human ‘self’ created some contradictions in 
the earlier stages of capitalism. To do away with those contradictions that were produced by 
capitalist logic itself, postmodernism did away with the concept of the ‘self’ altogether. But 
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again it was a synchronic resolution; a strategy of management of the real terror of History in 
its latest manifestation in the form of late capitalism. The notion of self was born with the 
birth of capitalism and it cannot be killed without the murder of capitalism itself. Meeting 
contradictions face to face and performing a dialectical murder would ease away such pains. 
Socialism is the name of such a dialectical relief. Does that mean Jameson rejects the notion 
of human nature altogether? In his interview with Paik, he throws some light on the issue.  

Paik: I, for one, find quite convincing Norman’s Geras’s argument in his book 
“Marx and Human Nature” that Marx at least never meant to say that there was no 
such thing as human nature; he just happened to work at the moment when it was the 
oppositional attitude to attack the existing concepts of human nature…Now if you are 
going to bring in the concept of use value and still make some kind of science of the 
critique of political economy, you’d have to find a way of quantifying the use values, 
and you obviously couldn’t do this unless the beings to whom those values are useful 
have a certain “nature”- changing, to be sure, but changing in a certain given way. 

Jameson: “That’s what one finds in the early Marx, even though Marx is of 
course notoriously reluctant to spell these things out. But that evocation of the 
potentialities of human beings under radically different circumstances- if one could 
recapture that, then I think one would have the right set of coordinates on a possible 
human nature in the terms of which judgements could be made on what the Frankfurt  
School calls degradation of culture, the commodification, repression, Gramscian 
subalternity and the like. Nature must stand in a dialectical relationship with Utopia 
and with the time of the future, rather than involving a deduction of a static human 
nature here and now which is somehow being commodified or vulgarized by 
contemporary society” (Buchanan 81,82). 

 Marx did believe in some kind of human nature. But that does not mean it is 
unalterable. Given some specific orientation, it changes its colour. What type of 
circumstances it is put into is directly proportional to how it manifests itself. Some on the 
political right affirm some universal traits to human nature and assume that Marxism is not 
compatible with human nature. It is in the human nature, they believe, to be selfish and 
possessive. Human nature always wants to better itself. To hunt for the surplus is in our 
molecular being. But they do not consider the fact that the proposition that the market is in 
human nature is precisely the reason that it has to be contained lest it turns the world more 
and more into a place of misery and exploitation. If the proposition is true, it is we who 
solidify this truth by nourishing it within the appropriate context that is the proper seat for its 
incubation. And that is what produces misery, pain and violence. And that is precisely the 
reason we need to challenge it. If human nature wants more and more, it is this feature, then, 
socialism pays respect to. In socialism everyone will be able to generate surplus other than 
his basic needs. Capitalism makes a fetish of this human trait. Its meaning is perverted, 
exaggerated, and stretched by the imaginary kick of the mind in an infinite regress. Its 
meaning is set off against contentment and satisfaction and thus mercilessly manipulated. By 
this curious inverted logic, capitalism divides the scale in two unequal zones. The one side is 
allowed to gather surplus, while the other is not even able to quench its basic bodily thirst. 
The dictum that human nature wants more and more is raised to a quasi-divine status. From 
this fact, the value is inferred that human nature should consequently be allowed to do so. But 
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is it really plausible to be followed in capitalist structure? When it boils down to the actual 
capitalist socio-economic structure, the majority are kept at the lowest rung of the ladder, 
while the minority keep basking in the sun. It is Marxism that practically answers to this trait 
of human nature by allowing everyone equal resources to fulfil their individual demands of 
surplus up to that extent that any individual does not snatch any other’s surplus. It respects 
the individual differences in such a manner that capitalism does not. Eagleton believes that 
those who accuse Marxism on the grounds that it is not compatible with human nature 
identify human nature with capitalism. It is the human nature produced in capitalism that they 
take as the reference point. Given some other set of co-ordinates, the human nature might 
perform differently than it has been. What capitalism does is that it takes a jump from 
descriptive to prescriptive, non-historically. It is then socialism that can provide a radically 
new context which can consequently alter the direction of human nature which has hitherto 
produced more pain than happiness. 

If we go by the capitalist logic of human nature, it results in some bizarre 
contradictions. Such contradictions created by the economic structure are attempted to get 
resolved at the super structural level. Jameson shows how liberal democrats fail in such 
attempts just as proudhonists, at the time of Marx, had failed. Proudhonists “ thought that 
they would get rid of all the problems of money by abolishing money, without seeing that it is 
the very contradiction of the exchange system that is objectified and expressed in money 
proper and would continue to objectify and express itself in any of its simpler substitutes” 
(PM 260). The problems created by money which disturbed proudhonists and now disturb the 
liberal democrats are the lack of equality and the lack of freedom. But, as Marx believed, 
such problems cannot be eradicated on the level of ideology. Such ideology of the market is 
created by the market itself. Market believes in uncontrolled freedom but that creates 
problems and such problems have to be tamed which is done by government intervention. 
Such intervention snatches the actual freedom against which liberal democrats complain. 
Jameson says that socialism, too, believes in true freedom just as liberals believe.But there is 
a fundamental difference. The liberals want to carve out the niche for this freedom within the 
market itself which is already repelling it. Marxism, on the other hand, wants to abolish the 
market itself; to do away with the disease itself. Once the disease is cured, the symptoms will 
take care of themselves. Liberal democrats do not attend to this gruesome fact that these 
problems are the thorns of the same poisonous plant which they keep planted. It cannot be 
both ways- keeping the cause intact, yet trying to eradicate effects. They don’t conceive that 
there is an alternative beyond it which can solve the contradictions more feasibly than their 
futile efforts within the confines of ideology. Jameson believes that History must be taken 
into account. It is History that determines choice. Neo-liberals want to achieve freedom 
ahistorically. Marxism is an alternative that can resolve the contradictions 
practically.Throughout human history market has produced misery and exploitation.Such 
crimes can be abolished by abolishing the market itself.  But that does not mean the issue is 
over. “There is no need to imagine”, Eagleton says, “that this would account for all human 
viciousness, or that it would relieve individual human beings of moral responsibility, or that 
changing these material conditions would produce a race of Cordelias…There is much, 
morally speaking, that we cannot yet judge about human beings, as we do not have the 
material conditions in which they might appear at their most virtuous. We have been 
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observing them in extreme circumstances… William Golding’s Lord Of The Flies, places a 
bunch of schoolboys in bleak material conditions; but the experiment is surely misconceived. 
Some truths will undoubtedly emerge, but others will just as surely not” (The Illusions Of 
Postmodernism 53, 54).Eagleton warns us against taking socialism as some golden future age 
which will solve all the problems of humanity. Marxism is not concerned much with future. It 
wants to liberate us from the nightmarish present of pain and misery which obstructs the 
future to come into being.It does not have an answer for everything. It is not a cosmic 
philosophy. First and foremost, it is a planning of how to ground societies on socio-economic 
lines so as to usher humanity into genuine history. Zhang asks Jameson a pertinent question: 

Does Marxism, being a more self- conscious registering apparatus, propose a 
new solution beyond the realm of instrumental reason, beyond the enclosure of 
“human desire and social engineering” as liberalism has seen it? 

Jameson: Marxism is not a recipe…In the French 1970s;desirebecame a 
buzzword, not so much in Deleuze himself as in the people inspired by him. All these 
things seem to me to go back to some attempt to find a single-shot explanation for 
things, to find the ultimate motive: power, economics, desire, the irrational, and so on. 
That is humanism. That is an attempt to make a theory of human nature. Whereas the 
emphasis on the situation means that the world has a logic and rhythms of 
development that are mostly very mysterious to all of us individually or nationally. 
But that situation is what we need to look at. Then the language of ultimate 
motivations or ultimate drives becomes less helpful. (Buchanan 190) 
Marxism is accused of attempting to provide a master key that will unlock all the 

hidden secrets and provide the once for all solution to the problems of humankind. But 
Jameson believes that it does not. It is the non-Marxist theory that provides single-shot 
explanation of the mystery of human beings. In this way, it erects the concept of a timeless 
human nature. Marxism, on the other hand, does not claim to be transcendental. It believes in 
the specificity of the situation. Marx, Eagleton tells us, believed in a common human nature 
but he considered individual difference to be an organic part of it. “It is peculiarity of our 
species”, he argues, “that we are so constituted as to live our natures differentially…It 
belongs to our species life to bring ourselves into being, through others, as unique 
individuals” (The Illusions of Postmodernism 117). Postmodernism conceives nature to be 
eternally fixed. That is why it abhors Marxism for the latter’s naturalizing tendency. But is 
nature really so much rigid?“The most dramatic example”, Eagleton tells us “we have of a 
nature which is perpetually re-making itself is human nature. The champions of transgression 
are right at least to the extent that it is in our nature to go beyond ourselves. Because we are 
the kind of labouring, linguistic, sexual, sociable animals, it is in our nature to give birth to 
culture, which is always changeable, diverse and open-ended. So it is easy to mistake the 
peculiar kind of nature we have for no nature at all, and come like the champions of 
transgression” (After Theory 119). 

The kind of animals we are makes us to transform history and meanwhile make 
ourselves, too, to change. If socialist framework is on the cards, it will open up human nature 
for new changes. Human nature cannot change by our volition alone. Only when we have 
such material conditions we may be able to transform ourselves. “For Marx”, Eagleton says, 
“we are equipped by our material natures with certain powers and capacities... These powers 
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and capacities are always historically specific; but they have a foundation in our 
bodies…There is a great deal about human beings that hardly varies across history- a fact 
which postmodernism either denies or dismisses as merely trivial…It is a mistake to think 
that the idea of human nature is just an apology for the status-quo. It can also act as a 
powerful challenge to it…If there is indeed a human nature, then this is in some ways good 
news, whatever the postmodernists might think. This is because one fairly consistent feature 
of that nature has been a resistance to injustice. If our nature is purely cultural, then there is 
no reason why political regimes should not mould us into accepting their authority without 
question. That they often find this extraordinarily difficult to do testifies to sources of 
resistance which run deeper than local cultures” (Why Marx was Right 82-100). 
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