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  This paper is an effort to dispel what I’ve come to 
call the Myth of Metaphysical Neutrality.  The Myth of 
Metaphysical Neutrality is the idea that any given claim 
about social or political phenomena can rest coherently 
atop any given metaphysics.  I’ve taken aim at it in the 
past, but the Myth of Metaphysical Neutrality has a lot 
of fans, so I keep on having to object to it.   
 

Luckily, if you look at the history of Western 
social and political thought, it’s not hard to find 
examples of things that people have said that are 
plainly not consistent with any and all metaphysical 
commitments.  My plan is to talk you through some of 
them, Popperian falsification-style vis-à-vis the Myth 
of Metaphysical Neutrality. 
 

I’ll proceed in two steps.  First I’ll talk about the 
issue of emergence.  Then I’ll look at the posited 
phenomenon of alienation, as conceptualized by Marx.  
In both cases, the point will be that how the pertinent 



metaphysical question or questions are answered makes 
a difference for what can be said at the level of the 
social.   
 
I. Emergence  
   

Emergent social phenomena, as I’m using the term, 
include the following: (a) relational wholes/entities, the 
being of which is not exhausted by the being of 
individual persons; (b) properties thereof; or (c) 
properties that are derived from, grounded in, 
anchored by or otherwise contingent upon the 
existence of an emergent whole or a relation of one 
kind or another, but are borne by individuals.   

 
Examples of (a) include a family, a bargaining unit, 

a corporation, a society; and perhaps the relationship 
of employer/employee, though one might think that 
this is a property of an institution, as per (b); (b) 
refers to properties of emergent entities (e.g., a 
regime type; a characteristic distribution of power 
and/or resources); (c) refers to properties that are 
borne by individuals but that are, in one way or 
another, tied to the properties of an emergent whole 
(e.g., a class, racial &/or gender identity; being a 



citizen of a given country; being a Mac user).  
Language(s), traditions, norms and other inter-
subjectively held and enacted symbols and meanings I 
will also count as emergent; you can add a (d) to the 
list, or you can count those phenomena as falling into 
one or more of the other categories.  
 

People who say that only individuals exist, not 
individuals plus any emergent phenomena have 
traditionally been called either ‘atomists’ or ‘ontological 
individualists,’ depending upon the discipline.  Social 
theorists are often comfortable with the former, 
philosophers with the latter.  I use the terms 
interchangeably, since I cross those boundaries.  It’s 
reasonable, though, to reserve the term ‘atomist’ for 
the idea that it’s only part-less simples that exist.  You 
could deny the existence of emergent wholes, but not 
think that individuals are part-less simples.  Assuming 
the more exacting use of the terminology, that would 
make you an ontological individualist but not an atomist.   

 
Conversely, you might think that emergent wholes 

do exist, but that it’s a condition of their existence 
that they’re part-less, in which case you’d be an 
atomist but not an ontological individualist.  Tim 



O’Connor and Jon Jacobs have defended a view like 
that in the case of individuals, whom they take to be 
emergent part-less wholes vis-à-vis bodies.  My own 
view is that emergent social wholes do have parts, or at 
least that they can, and that they can act upon their 
parts, but nothing in the way that I’ll be using the term 
emergence requires it.   

 
Durkheim called emergent phenomena ‘social facts,’ 

distinguishing them from ‘psychological facts.’   
Sociology differs from psychology, he said, in that 
sociology has social facts as its object domain.  John 
Stuart Mill, by contrast, denied the reality of such 
phenomena, which he said would have to involve 
‘chemical’ rather than ‘mechanical’ composition (though 
he’s interesting because he did allow for emergent 
psychological phenomena, as well as for emergent 
molecular phenomena).  Societies aren’t akin to water 
molecules, he said.  Hydrogen and oxygen “duly 
arranged,” as they say, make for a new propertied 
thing; individuals don’t.  Contemporary thinkers have 
added various intermediate positions and terms into 
the mix, but for present purposes what matters is the 
distinction between affirming or denying ontological 
individualism.  What I want to show in this first part of 



the paper is that there are things that may be said – 
things that have been said – that may only be said if 
one denies ontological individualism.  

   
Let’s start with emergent entities (by which I 

mean propertied things), and then look at some 
emergent properties (though the distinction between 
entities and properties is just an abstraction; there 
aren’t really any property-less things or any free-
floating properties).   

 
I’ll give you three examples, one from Aristotle; 

one from Rousseau; one from Marx.  The Aristotle one 
will take up more time than the others, because once 
we’ve been through it there’ll be lots of things that I 
won’t need to say again.   

 
From Aristotle we get the polis, which he tells us 

not to confuse with a “mere alliance.” The polis is a 
multi-party relationship amongst citizens, where 
‘citizen’ is defined as a Greek man who takes part in 
the administration of justice.  The polis is said to be 
natural, and to exist “prior” to individuals.  It’s the 
highest form of association, Aristotle says, in that its 



proper purpose is to be both the expression of, and the 
venue for, human flourishing.   

 
If you think that ontological individualism is true, 

you can’t have this entity. (Or the concept that refers 
to it.)  What you have to say is: “Look, I grant you that 
Aristotle believed in poleis, but the metaphysics is bad.  
There is no such thing as a polis.  There are only 
individuals.”  It’s no surprise that this is what you’d 
have to say, since denying the existence of emergent 
entities such as poleis is what it is to be an ontological 
individualist.   

 
If for some reason (I can’t actually imagine a good 

one) you wanted to retain Aristotle’s language (despite 
the confusion that it would obviously cause), such that 
you too could refer to something that you too could call 
a polis, you’d have to assign a new referent to the word, 
stipulating that when you use it, it doesn’t refer to 
what it refers to when Aristotle uses it.  You could put 
an asterisk after it, to mark the change – as people do.  
But you still wouldn’t be talking what Aristotle had 
been talking about.  You’d be talking about the 
properties and purposes of individuals, whereas 
Aristotle was talking about the properties and 



purposes of irreducibly relational entities of the 
specified kind, the existence of which he affirmed, and 
you, being an ontological individualist, deny.  

  
A certain kind of ontological individualist might 

reply that Aristotle himself was talking about poleis*, 
even though he didn’t think he was, since it turns out 
that some number of individuals greater than one is 
what a so-called polis actually is.  You might think that 
reply a bit of sophistry, but even if we permit it, it 
won’t help matters.   

 
For one thing, ontological individualism might be 

false.  But even if ontological individualism is true, and 
there aren’t any poleis, it doesn’t follow that Aristotle 
himself was actually theorizing what it is for some 
number of individuals to be “mere allies.”  Ontological 
individualists and emergentists disagree, 
fundamentally, about what the world is like -- about 
how many kinds of phenomena it contains.  Whatever 
our ontological individualist’s theory of reference is, 
it’s going to have to allow for that disagreement.  
Aristotle was talking about poleis, not poleis.*    

 



Now, some of the things that Aristotle says about 
poleis you could also say about individuals (or at least 
almost say).  For example, Aristotle says that the 
proper purpose of the polis is to facilitate human 
flourishing.  An ontological individualist could talk about 
what wise people are like, including what they take the 
natural telos of a human life to be – just as Aristotle 
does – even if she can’t tell us anything about poleis, 
and therefore couldn’t give us Aristotle’s own account 
of the phronimos or of flourishing.  She could also say 
that the existence of some number of individuals is 
“prior” to the existence of any one individual (if nothing 
else, you need at least two people in order to get a new 
one), and that humans are natural entities.  These are 
intelligible claims about individuals, even if they’re 
claims about individuals, and not about poleis. 

 
 But Aristotle has other things to say where even 

this much won’t be possible.  For example, Aristotle 
talks about the telos of the polis in addition to talking 
about the telos of individuals.  The ontological 
individualist only has to address the telos issue once, 
since poleis* just are individuals.  In response, she 
might say: “Well, it’s true that a polis* is just 



individuals, but it’s individuals duly arranged; that’s 
why we have to ask the telos question twice.”   

 
But that won’t solve the problem.  Anyone who 

believes in emergent entities that have parts will agree 
that their parts are duly arranged.  The question is 
whether or not the arrangement amounts to anything, 
metaphysically.  Those who believe in Mill’s chemical 
composition think that hydrogen and oxygen, duly 
arranged, get you something new, something that’s not 
just a quantity of hydrogen and a quantity of oxygen.  
Whether or not this type of composition occurs at the 
level of the social is precisely what’s in dispute.   

 
If ‘duly arranged’ is supposed to signal the 

existence of a new entity, bearing new properties, then 
our putative ontological individualist isn’t an ontological 
individualist after all.  If that’s not what it’s supposed 
to signal, then the ontological individualist – unlike 
Aristotle – only has to ask the telos question once.     

 
Or this. Aristotle says “when the constitution of a 

city undergoes a change in form ... the city will likewise 
cease to be the same city.” 1276b1 He illustrates this 
point by saying that a chorus that changes from comic 



to tragic is no longer the same chorus, even if it still 
has the same members.  The illustration presupposes 
that there’s an ontological gap, to use Roy Bhaskar’s 
term, between the emergent entity and the individuals 
that compose it.  We’re more accustomed to hearing 
about emergent phenomena that remain unaltered 
despite a change of personnel, rather than the other 
way around, as Aristotle’s got it, but there’s an 
ontological gap in either case.  The ontological 
individualist, having denied the gap, can’t say things 
that depend upon there being one.   

 
Or again, when Aristotle allows that the unwise 

many might exceed in wisdom the few who are wise, he 
says that he means the many “collectively and as a 
body,” adding that: “when all meet together, the people 
may thus become something like a single person.” 
1281a39   Unlike Hobbes, Aristotle doesn’t liken the 
polis itself to a single individual – though poleis are 
genuine collectivities and mere alliances are not.  But 
be it an emergent corporate phronimos or a properly 
constituted polis, an ontological individualist is 
precluded by her metaphysics from saying any of it.   

 



Finally, Aristotelian poleis are collectivities whose 
nature and purpose is tied to the fact that human 
beings use language (Greek specifically), a phenomenon 
that is itself difficult, if not impossible, to render as 
an individual, psychological fact rather than a social 
fact.  Zxq RoSM  

 
What about Rousseau?  In the Social Contract, 

Rousseau tells us repeatedly, and in no uncertain terms, 
that the Sovereign is a singular entity, not multiple 
individuals.  Qua unified whole, it’s Rousseau’s solution 
to a crisis of legitimacy that arises in societies that 
actually are the way that the ontological individualist 
imagines all societies to be.  Rousseau’s question – “How 
does a people become a people?” – can’t even be posed, 
let alone given Rousseau’s answer, by someone who 
thinks that a ‘people’ is metaphysically equivalent to 
‘some number of persons greater than one.’   

 
An ontological individualist can ask about how any 

number of individuals might come to hold a given belief, 
and/or how given individuals might come to act in one 
way or another.  But that’s not what Rousseau is asking 
when he asks how a plurality of persons, each with 
their own particular will, comes to be a Sovereign, 



bearing a General Will.  On the contrary.  Rousseau 
prompts us to wonder if the principled rejection of the 
existence of anything but particular wills might not 
itself be an expression, at the level of thought, of a 
society marked by the very fragmentation and 
alienation that Rousseau sought to remedy.   

 
While we’re at it, notice that the Aristotelian polis 

has parts, whereas the Rousseau-style Sovereign most 
certainly does not, and – more to the point – that which 
model you adopt (assuming that you affirm the 
existence of emergent phenomena) will be constrained 
by your underlying metaphysics.  If you think that 
emergent social wholes have to be part-less, then you’ll 
have to opt for Rousseau over Aristotle. 

 
A third example of an emergent social whole that 

you can’t include in your inventory if you deny the 
existence of such entities is what Marx calls the 
‘collective worker’ or ‘collective laborer,’ introduced 
first in chapter 13 of Capital, Vol. 1.  Here’s a long-ish 
passage from Marx. 

 
Just as the offensive power of a squadron of 
cavalry, or the defensive powers of an infantry 



regiment, is essentially different from the sum of 
the offensive or defensive powers of the individual 
soldiers taken separately, so the sum total of the 
mechanical forces exerted by isolated workers 
differs from the social force that is developed 
when many hands co-operate in the same undivided 
operation … .  ... Not only do we have here an 
increase in the productive power of the individual, 
by means of co-operation, but the creation of a 
new productive power, which is intrinsically a 
collective one. p. 443 

 
Marx adds that this “unification [of workers] into one 
single productive body” 449qz is not “their own act.”  
Rather, it’s a function of their having been brought 
together by capital – for which reason, he says, the 
power of the collective laborer seems (falsely) to be a 
power borne by capital, rather than by the collective 
laborer.   
 

The claim that capitalism itself gives rise to an 
emergent, class-based collective subject isn’t simply a 
rhetorical flourish.  Setting aside the political 
significance of the idea of a class-in-itself, the concept 
of a collective worker is directly tied to the distinction 



between formal and real subsumption, and to the social 
form of specifically capitalist laboring.  I’ll spare you 
another quotation from Marx, though it’s in the written 
version of the paper.   

 
As before, the point is not that Marx is right 

about the nature of industrial production, only that 
there are things that Marx says that you can’t say if 
you disavow the ontology that they presuppose.  The 
ontological individualist may be tempted to assert that 
really Marx didn’t mean what he expressly says that he 
meant, but there’s no good reason to think that.  It’s 
interesting that you don’t often see people make this 
move with Rousseau.  An ontological individualist is 
more likely to just deny the existence of anything like 
a Sovereign with a General Will outright (as well they 
should, given their metaphysics), than to claim that 
really what Rousseau had in mind was not a collective 
subject but a numerical plurality of individuals. 

               
There is nothing very mysterious about what I’ve 

been saying.  Manifestly, someone who denies that 
emergent entities exist won’t be in a good position to 
make claims the sense of which depends upon the 
existence of emergent entities.  People sometimes 



invoke the concept of “non-eliminativism” at times like 
this, when they want to talk as though something that 
they deny the existence of, actually exists (“I don’t 
believe that x’s exist, but I’m not an eliminativist about 
x’s,” one says), but a declaration of non-eliminativism 
doesn’t suspend the law of non-contradiction.  If you 
don’t believe that x’s exist, you don’t believe that x’s 
exist.  You really can’t have it both ways.  

 
The situation is the same with respect to emergent 

properties (which, again, in reality do not float free 
from the propertied things whose properties they are).  
We can start with Rousseau this time.  The General 
Will is an emergent feature of the Sovereign, a 
complex social property.  Rousseau tells us explicitly 
that it’s not to be confused with the particular wills of 
individuals, not even with a unanimous accord thereof.  
The ontological individualist has no claim to such a 
property.  Nor will she have grounds to worry, as 
Rousseau does, that the General Will might devolve into 
particularity.   

 
Similarly, since being an Aristotelian regime of a 

given type – an aristocracy, say – is a property of a 
polis, and not of individuals, it’s not a property that’s 



available to an ontological individualist.  Being a citizen 
of an aristocracy is a property of individuals, but that 
won’t help the ontological individualist, since – for 
Aristotle – citizenship is a function of being a member 
of a polis.  Being a citizen is a property borne by 
individuals, but it is an emergent, social property, not a 
psychological, or individual fact.   

 
And again with Marx.  The General Formula for 

Capital, for instance – M-C-M’ – is a property of 
capitalist societies as a whole.  It’s analogous in that 
regard to a regime type, though strictly speaking what 
it is is a generalized form of what Aristotle calls ‘retail 
acquisition,’ which Aristotle himself locates within the 
household.   

 
A more complex example from Marx is value, which 

I’ll talk even more about when we get to alienation.  
Marx calls value a ‘social substance,’ but I think of it as 
a property since what it is, in the end, is an average of 
the total socially mediated causal capacity of the 
workers in a capitalist society.  Marx himself uses the 
term ‘the value-form’ when he is overtly treating value 
as a property, but either way, value and the value-form 
alike are irreducibly social phenomena.  Whether he is 



talking about the value that’s associated with a given 
expenditure of commodified labor-power or the value 
had by some other commodity, a commodity’s having (or 
being) a value at all is comparable to a person speaking 
a given language: it’s contingent upon the existence of 
an organized whole, here an economic system of a 
particular (and peculiar) kind.   

 
Finally, an example from Marx of a property that 

connects its bearer to a role, akin to being an 
Aristotelian citizen, is the property of being a worker 
or a capitalist.  Indeed, the claim that the property of 
being a capitalist is a function of the class character 
of the social formation as a whole has led some 
Marxists to conclude (incorrectly) that Marx denies 
the very existence of individuals. 

 
I don’t want to belabor the point (no pun intended).  

If, as a matter of ontology, you reject the existence of 
emergent sociological phenomena, then you won’t be 
able to help yourself to positions or concepts at the 
level of social/political analysis that presuppose their 
existence.  Conversely, if you assert, for example, that 
there’s a difference between structural racism and 
individual prejudice, then you can’t also claim – and 



patently you don’t actually believe – that the former 
just is the latter, since the distinction depends upon 
them not being equivalent. 
 
II.  Alienation 
 
 Okay, let’s switch gears.  Instead of starting with 
a metaphysical principle such as ontological 
individualism, and seeing what it rules out, let’s 
approach it from the other direction.  Let’s begin with 
what Marx says alienation is, then see what it requires 
in the way of basic metaphysical commitments.   
 

The concept of alienation has at least 3 important 
senses.  I take Capital to be Marx’s mature treatment 
of the issue, so I’ll be referring to his argument there, 
and not just to the 1844 Manuscripts. 
 

At one level, to be alienated is to mistake your own 
efficacy for the efficacy of something else.  
Feuerbach had said that what we imagine to be God, is 
actually us.  Marx then applies that idea to society.  
It’s the same with “market forces” as with God, he 
says, in that we don’t realize that “the numbers,” as Kai 
Risdall puts it on NPR’s “Marketplace,” are actually us.   



 
But Marx goes further.  Unlike God, he thinks, 

market forces are real.  They really do constrain our 
options for acting. So alienation isn’t just a subjective 
matter of false belief – though it is that too.  It’s also 
an objective condition in which our agency really is 
curtailed.  In the hand-out, I called the first sense of 
alienation “epistemic,” and the second “causal.” 
 

Moreover – for a third sense - the powers that 
we’ve turned against ourselves aren’t just any old 
powers.  What we both correctly and incorrectly 
perceive to be an external, coercive force – the 
market- is in fact our own distinctively human capacity 
for creative, collective, self-determination --- our 
‘species-being,’ as Marx puts it, distorted and become 
alien to us.  And this makes it be that alienation isn’t 
just an objective condition rather than a false belief, 
but a bad objective condition.   
 

The concept of alienation, as Marx has it, 
presupposes not just emergence, but agents with free 
will, endowed with real causal powers that we display 
as, and through, our agency.  To put it differently, it 
presupposes that the view known as agent causation - 



conceived, as per Reid, in productive, substance causal 
terms - is correct.   
 

If we were to assume instead either that agents’ 
actions are caused by something other than themselves 
(as hard determinists and event-causal compatibilists 
would have it); or that intentional actions are somehow 
a-causal (as per event-causal libertarianism), the 
concept of alienation would make no sense – not unlike 
how the concept of an auto-immune disorder would be 
unintelligible if there were no such thing as an immune 
system.  And it’s the same if you assume that causation 
isn’t productive.  If there are no real powers, there can 
be no stunted creative capacities.   
 

I’ll make this case in two steps.  First I’ll look at 
Marx’s depiction of laboring in capitalism, then move to 
the concept of alienation itself.   
 

Marx treats even commodified labor-power as 
causally productive, metaphysically.  Labor-power that’s 
purchased with what’s called ‘variable capital’ is said to 
be expended, by workers, in the transformation of raw 
materials into new commodities, e.g., cotton into cloth 
and then into shirts.   



 
At the level of metaphysics, the model is 

recognizably Aristotelian: workers bring shirts into 
being by making them.  Workers are the active, 
substance cause of shirts -- what Aristotle called the 
efficient cause.  While it’s correct to say that at time 
t cotton cloth exists and at time t’ shirts exist, no 
matter how tiny you make the time slices, the order of 
succession (here, there or everywhere) is not the 
causal factor.  Activity is.  That – for the Capital 
readers in the room – is why value is a quantity of 
averaged generic efficacy, and not a quantity of 
counterfactual dependence.   
 

Since causation is assumed to be productive, and 
since it is workers who do the doing, one condition of 
capital accumulation is that workers have to take in 
enough calories to be able to play the role that they do 
in the social metabolic process of valorization, to use 
Marx’s language.  This requirement is built into the 
concept of the wage: the wage is the quantity of value, 
expressed as money, that’s contained in the 
commodities that are necessary to ensure that workers 
will be able to engage in literally energetic productive 
causation for a given period of time. 



 
And it’s not just that Marx falls back on Aristotle 

when he’s talking about individual acts in accordance 
with techné.  The idea that causation is productive, and 
that workers are the efficient substance causes of the 
commodities that they make, is integral to the account 
of capitalism as a distinctive type of political economy, 
a distinctive social kind.  Had Marx not assumed a 
productive, substance causal account of causation, then 
labor-power could not be said to be the source of 
surplus value – or of any value, for that matter.  And 
(apart from undercutting the very idea that it’s the 
wage-relation that is the mechanism of exploitation in 
capitalist class societies), if labor-power weren’t the 
source of value, then in terms of the more narrowly 
economic aspect of analysis, the purchased activity of 
workers wouldn’t figure into the valorization process as 
variable capital, as opposed to fixed or constant 
capital.   
 

So, as I said: the assumption that causation is 
productive, involving real causal powers (and that 
workers are substance causes) is embedded in the 
concept of commodified labor power.  It can’t be 
swapped out for a Humean alternative.  (As an aside, 



the concept of reification also requires a commitment 
to real causal powers: to reify is to incorrectly cast 
human productive activity as thing-like, as inert or 
static.  If you don’t believe in activity, you lose the 
concept.) 
 
   But maybe we can say: “Ok, workers are the 
substance causes of the commodities that they 
produce, but that doesn’t mean that they have agent 
causal free will. They’re actively making shirts, but 
they’re deterministically caused to do it!”  Marx 
stipulates that they’re not politically coerced -- they’re 
wage-slaves, but they aren’t actual slaves; they enter 
into the wage-relation voluntarily.  Voluntary action 
isn’t the same thing as self-caused action, of course.  
But it’s unlikely that what Marx really meant is that 
workers’ actions, while voluntary, are literally brought 
about, as per Harry Frankfurt’s fiendish Mr. Black, by 
capitalists.   
 

Still, even if workers aren’t deterministically 
caused by capitalists to productively cause shirts, 
maybe they’re deterministically caused to do it by 
something else (as per both hard determinism and 
event-causal compatibilism).  Or ... maybe the act of 



entering into the wage-relation (albeit not the laboring 
itself) is unfettered by causation altogether, in keeping 
with event-causal libertarianism.   
 

Nothing in how Marx talks invites either of these 
readings, and I don’t think that either of them is 
actually tenable.  But if we think only about the 
concrete act of laboring – or better, of entering into 
the wage-relation - and extract it from the analysis as 
a whole, we might be able to imagine, if only for a 
second, that you could have the concept of 
commodified labor-power without implicitly assuming 
agent causal free will.    
 

Not so with alienation.  The concept of alienation 
unambiguously presupposes agent causal free will, 
construed in productive, substance-causal terms.   
 

How so?   
 

At the level of false belief, alienation is a matter 
of not seeing that value is our own total efficacy, 
averaged and measured in units of time.  This sense of 
alienation figures in what Marx calls “the fetishism of 
the commodity and its secret,” for example.  



 
Agent causation is presupposed even by this 

limited, epistemic sense of the concept.  If any version 
of determinism is assumed, then the causal powers that 
we’re supposed to have mistakenly projected onto 
entities other than ourselves won’t have been ours in 
the first place.  We might be deterministically caused 
to imagine that they’re ours (all the while being 
deterministically caused to experience them as not-
ours), but the reality will be that we have no such 
powers.  If event-causal libertarianism is assumed, 
meanwhile, then the actions will have to be sufficiently 
a-causal as to not to have been deterministically 
caused.  Neither of these ontologies permits the idea 
of agents who have misattributed their own real causal 
powers to entities other than themselves.  
 

And again: alienation is not just a mistaken belief 
about whose causal powers are whose -- though it is 
that too.  The further claim is that we really have 
turned our own causal powers against ourselves, 
imposing upon ourselves a logic of accumulation that 
prevents us from meeting even the most basic of 
human needs.   
 



This fuller, non-epistemic sense of alienation also 
invokes, albeit negatively, the idea that human beings 
are capable of self-determination -- not just socio-
politically, but metaphysically.  Were we not presumed 
to have the power to initiate or decline to initiate 
actions, we could not be thought to have turned that 
power against ourselves (just as we could not be 
thought to have misattributed it).   
 

It’s hard to see how a determinist (either hard or 
compatibilist) or an event-causal libertarian could even 
describe such a situation.  Let’s take them one at a 
time. 
 

A determinist could maybe say that alienation is 
when we’ve been deterministically caused to imagine 
that things such as markets have real causal powers, 
and also deterministically caused to defer to them -- 
when in reality it is something altogether different 
that has deterministically caused our behavior.  
Manifestly, this doesn’t preserve the idea that we have 
turned our own real causal powers against ourselves.   
 

Determinism might be true, of course.  And if it 
isn’t, which I think is more likely, it might well be 



thought to represent perfectly, at the level of 
thought, the material reality of alienation.  That might 
be its encoded sociological truth-content, as Adorno 
would put it.  But whichever one it is, you lose the 
concept of alienation if you assume determinism. 
 

The event-causal libertarian won’t do much better.  
She can say only – what? – that alienation is when we 
experience what are in reality uncaused acts, as being 
deterministically caused. 
  

Finally, value isn’t simply a quantity of generic 
human efficacy – though it is that.  It’s a quantity of 
generic dehumanized human efficacy.  Its substance is 
us, Marx says, but the activity involved is no longer an 
expression of our ‘species being’ -- our distinctively 
human ability to shape both the natural and the social 
world in accordance with “the laws of beauty,” as he 
put it in 1844, waxing Kantian for a minute.  
 

Like the model of concrete laboring, the concept 
of ‘species-being’ is recognizably Aristotelian.  Human 
beings are thought to have essential properties – above 
all a capacity to self-consciously transform not just 
nature but ourselves – the actualization and expression 



of which is the ultimate good for creatures of our kind.  
It’s this capacity that we perceive as foreign to us, 
even though it’s actually ours, and which we unwittingly 
impose upon ourselves in the form of seemingly 
external market forces. 
 

This deepest sense of the concept of alienation not 
only presupposes that agents have the potential to 
initiate causal processes of our own accord, it also 
communicates both the depth and nature of the 
affront of any version of the idea that we don’t.  It is 
simply not possible to square Marx’s notion of 
alienation from species-being with the idea that, as a 
matter of metaphysics, our actions are 
deterministically caused by something other than 
ourselves.  (I keep hoping that Spinoza-friendly 
Marxists will notice this.)   
 

The moral of this story isn’t that everyone has to 
stop doing social theory and switch to metaphysics.  I’m 
also not saying that political programs can be read off 
of metaphysical commitments.  But the Myth of 
Metaphysical Neutrality is false.  Our social and 
political theories have implicit ontologies.  I’ve been 
talking about potential misalignments: ontological 



individualists who want collectivities, determinists who 
want to talk as though there are agents who are 
endowed with the capacities required for self-
conscious self-determination.  In practice, things are 
more likely to line up.  Those who think either that our 
actions are deterministically causally by prior events or 
that they are a-causal (let alone who think either of 
these things in conjunction with thinking that causation 
is not productive) will just be less likely to be asking 
probing questions about why and how our causal powers 
have been thwarted.  
 

Moreover, it’s in the nature of the case that if 
someone accepts the Myth of Metaphysical Neutrality, 
it won’t occur to them that their thinking may be 
circumscribed by an unwitting adherence to one or 
another underlying metaphysical commitment.  This 
makes the Myth be politically pernicious, and not just 
epistemically pernicious.  Believing it makes it in 
principle harder to do critical work, not just 
coincidentally so.   

 
Above all, by providing meta-theoretical cover for 

theories about the world that are tacitly shaped by 
contestable metaphysical commitments – theories (and 



methods too) that, as it happens, are functional for 
maintaining existing relations of power –-- by providing 
this cover, the myth of metaphysical neutrality is not 
just pernicious, but ideological.   

 
In “The Latest Attack on Metaphysics,” Max 

Horkheimer made the point that the kind of empiricism 
that was endorsed by 20th century positivists had been 
progressive in the early modern context.  But, he says, 
“it would be evidence of a most naïve interpretation of 
the historical situation to ... insist ... that the force of 
the antithesis has not been shifted.”   
 

Arguably, there was a time when insisting that one 
could remain metaphysically uncommitted whilst making 
claims about middle-sized dry goods, including us, was 
also progressive -- even if it was never true that one 
could.  But that time has passed.  We don’t all have to 
do metaphysics, but we do all need to be attentive to 
how our metaphysical commitments shape our thinking.   
 

Paradoxically, the conceit that our social and 
political theories have no metaphysics built into them 
itself presupposes that social phenomena are no way at 
all, or otherwise are all ways at once – such that claims 



about them really could be consistent with any given 
underlying metaphysics.  But that idea is itself a fairly 
outlandish metaphysical claim, albeit not an unfamiliar 
one, and there is no particular reason to think that it’s 
true.  

 
 
 

   
 
     


