The Dialectical Path of Cognition and Revolutionizing

Practice: A Reply to David North
Alex Steiner, March 8, 2004

“Dialectic training of the mind, as necessary to a revolutionary fighter as finger exercises
to a pianist...”

Leon Trotsky, Dec. 15, 1939

Introduction

What follows is a reply to a letter from Dave North to myself dated June 20, 2003. That
letter was in turn motivated by an exchange of correspondence between myself and
Vladimir Volkov. The issues discussed in this correspondence are crucial for the future
of the International Committee. I have taken the liberty of reproducing all the relevant
correspondence in the appendix in the hope that this will facilitate a discussion on the
issues that have been raised.
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Dear Dave,

Before commenting on the substantive issues that you raise in your letter of June 20, it is
necessary to address a number of complaints you make about my attitude. You claim that
in my remarks on Plekhanov, I present “a facile approach to a very complex issue.”
While asserting that “it is legitimate to adopt a critical attitude to Plekhanov”, you
suggest that rather than undertaking a serious examination of Plekhanov, my remarks
amount to nothing more “than copying a few passages from Lenin’s Volume 38
(Philosophical Notebooks) in which he criticized Plekhanov’s conception of dialectics.”
You then assert that the purpose of my citing Lenin’s criticisms of Plekhanov was to
appeal to the authority of Lenin, “ from which there is no appeal.” This characterization
of my letter to Vladimir is to say the least, highly inaccurate.

To put the matter into context, I had a discussion with Vladimir at the Detroit Conference
at which time a number of philosophical issues were touched on. I was then able to have
another discussion with Vladimir in New York a couple of weeks later, during which the
issue of Lenin’s philosophical differences with Plekhanov came up. Vladimir it seems
was not aware of Lenin’s critique of Plekhanov. This greatly surprised me as Vladimir is
clearly a person with a keen interest in theoretical questions. How could he not be aware
of Lenin’s critique of Plekhanov? I did not have the quotes handy at the time but I
promised Vladimir that I would get back to him by mail with the quotes from Lenin’s
Philosophical Notebooks and the citations. My letter to Vladimir, which you
characterized as a “facile approach to a very complex issue”, was in fulfillment of that
pledge. As is clear from the context of the letter, it was never meant to be an in-depth
critique of Plekhanov, but was an informal compilation of quotes from Lenin and the
accompanying citations. The purpose of the letter was to acquaint Vladimir with this
material and to give sufficient citations so that Vladimir could locate the quotes himself
in their proper context in the Russian edition of Lenin’s Collected Works. I made a bare
minimum of interpretative comments in my letter. Your objections to my letter therefore
completely miss the point. You condemn me for what I did not attempt to do — provide
an in-depth critique of Plekhanov. At the same time you more or less dismiss the
importance of what my letter documents, namely Lenin’s critique of Plekhanov.

Above and beyond the question of Steiner’s or North’s assessment of Plekhanov, I think
we cannot disinter Plekhanov’s contributions to Marxism without considering Lenin’s
critique of Plekhanov. In this regard, I think your characterization of my “critique” only
serves to obscure the issues. You write that “underlying [my] critique of Plekhanov (and
Kautsky) is the conception that the essential roots of the betrayal of 1914 are to be found
in a found a false epistemology.” This is of course not my view of the betrayal of 1914.
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In order to make your case, you have to take certain quotes from my letter to you out of
context. I was first of all replying to a letter in which you made the following assertion:

“The cause of this degeneration [of Plekhanov ] is not to be explained merely by
reference to false epistemological conceptions. As Trotsky stressed, Plekhanov’s tragedy
arose above all from his protracted, decades long isolation from Russia as a revolutionary
exile.”

Therefore, it was in your letter that the formulation that the betrayals of 1914 were the
result of a “false epistemological conception” first came up. When I wrote in reply to
your letter that,

“Lenin was looking for the philosophical roots behind this betrayal”,

I was directing my statement to your remarks and taking issue with them. I was
suggesting that if you are attempting to provide a general explanation of the betrayals of
1914 then it would be appropriate to discuss the historical background of early twentieth
century capitalism, the rise of imperialism and of a labor aristocracy and the consequent
corruption of a layer of the working class. However, I was also suggesting that such
explanations by themselves are entirely insufficient to explain the reaction of a particular
individual. If you read what I wrote in context, it should be clear that I am not discussing
the general question of why Social Democracy as a whole betrayed the working class in
1914, but the more specific question of why certain individual leaders of Social
Democracy, namely Plekhanov and Kautsky, lent their services to this betrayal. And to
answer this question, it is necessary to investigate the theoretical weaknesses of
Messieurs Plekhanov and Kautsky. Thus, your rendering of my position as “the collapse
of the Second International — one of the turning points in world history — was essentially
the product of an intellectual failure of a few individuals”, is a complete non-starter.
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Plekhanov and the Tragic View of History

If, as you claim, it was not the theoretical weaknesses of Plekhanov and Kautsky that lead
to their betrayal, then what was it? It is certainly legitimate to look elsewhere for the
cause of Plekhanov’s repudiation of Marxism. But your attempt to locate this cause fails
and lands you in an insoluble contradiction. You write that,

“Notwithstanding his [Plekhanov’s] extraordinary erudition and his profound knowledge
of the theoretical foundations of Marxism, the political concept of the Russian Revolution
which he had developed in the 1880s and 1890s — that of a bourgeois democratic
revolution in which the working class would be obliged to play a subordinate role — had
been overtaken by the events of 1905.”

Your version of Plekhanov paints him as a man whose ideas are always “overtaken by
events”. This is a tragedy from which there is no deliverance. History assigned to him a
role and he played it out to its predestined end. It was not his fault that history proved to
be more complex than he had envisioned. In the end, Plekhanov is seen to be a great if
tragic figure on the historical stage. This may be a good version of Greek tragedy, but it
hardly rises to the level of a theoretical investigation of one man’s strengths and
weaknesses

Throughout your account of Plekhanov, you write as if he had nothing to do with his own
development, as if forces completely outside of him were directing him, much as the fates
guided Oedipus toward his final denouement. Thus you say that,

“The actual unfolding of the first Russian Revolution created a relation of class forces
that had not been anticipated in Plekhanov’s political perspective,” and

“Plekhanov was trapped in a political dilemma from which he could find no escape.” You
make similar statements about Kautsky, writing that,

“But by 1909, this conception of revolution was being overtaken by events.”

Indeed, no one can anticipate every turn of historical events, and Plekhanov’s failure to
anticipate the leading role of the working class and the counterrevolutionary role of the
bourgeoisie in the first Russian Revolution is not in itself a blameworthy matter. But why
was “Plekhanov then trapped in a political dilemma from which he could find no escape”
as you say? Why was it not possible for Plekhanov to reorient his political perspective
based on the new and unanticipated developments? If you recall, in 1917 Lenin too was
faced by a political situation that he did not anticipate. The emergence of the leading role
of the soviets, the revolt in the armed forces and the support of the peasants for the
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initiatives of the working class, as well as the machinations of the opportunists to
reconstitute state authority behind a Constituent Assembly dominated by the bourgeoisie,
convinced Lenin that his old formula of “democratic dictatorship of the proletariat and
peasantry”” had been superseded by events. Lenin was able to dramatically reorient first
himself and then the Bolshevik party to the new perspective of “All power to the
Soviets”. Why was Lenin able to reorient his perspective at a decisive moment of
revolutionary struggle, and why was Plekhanov not able to do so? Could this have
something to do with Lenin’s study of the dialectic in the initial months of World War I?

Here I think your quote of Plekhanov’s biographer Baron is telling. Commenting upon
Plekhanov’s failure to recognize the changed role of class forces in the 1905 Revolution,
Baron writes,

“Astonishing as it may seem, he who always preached the superiority of the dialectical
mode of thought, of the necessity always to take into account the conditions of time and
place, failed to detect, let alone resolve, the unique difficulties of the Russian situation.”

(Baron, p272-273)

Although Baron’s treatment of Plekhanov is historically accurate and sympathetic, he is
not a Marxist and expresses his disdain for Marxist theory on many occasions. As Baron
elsewhere makes clear, he shares the liberal anti-communism that defined the American
intelligentsia during his generation, the generation that came of age in the American
Century, the 1950’s and early 1960’s. Thus, he follows those like Lionel Trilling who
thought that the righteous intentions of revolutionaries such as Lenin and Trotsky lent
themselves to a totalitarian outcome because of their adherence to a dogmatic doctrine.
Baron is part of an intellectual tradition that claimed to locate the roots of Stalinism in
Bolshevism and Lenin’s theory of a vanguard party. Given this intellectual background,
it should come as no surprise that Baron is most enthusiastic about Plekhanov’s criticism
of Lenin and of the dangers of his concept of a centralized revolutionary party. At the
heart of the Marxist doctrine that Baron and other anti-Marxists attacked was the
dialectic. Baron’s thesis is that Plekhanov was a great and tragic figure. What gave
Plekhanov the aura of tragedy was his commitment to an illusory doctrine revolving
around the dialectic. The statement you quote is in fact a good example of another jibe
by Baron at the dialectic. He is asking in effect, that if the dialectic is such a profound
tool for orienting oneself in a changing world, then how come that great master of the
dialectic, Georgi Plekhanov, was unable to reorient himself to the most important event
in his political life? Baron’s implicit reply would be that the dialectic is a fraudulent
philosophical construct. In reply to Baron, I would say that the fault lies not with the
dialectic, but in Plekhanov’s one-sided understanding of the dialectic.

I can certainly agree that Plekhanov was a great and tragic figure, but only with the
qualification that his tragedy was at least partially of his own making. In my letter to you
I emphasized that although Plekhanov’s isolation from the working class conditioned
him, this historical fact by itself could not explain his slide into opportunism. I pointed
out that Lenin was also a political exile throughout the crucial years prior to the Russian
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Revolution, yet Lenin was able to make a profound development of Marxism in this same
period. You take issue with my statements ascribing Plekhanov’s betrayal to his
philosophic weaknesses. Instead, you provide the following alternative explanation:

“In the end, the tragedy of Plekhanov’s life arose out of the belated character of the
Russian democratic revolution. The isolation he suffered was of a historical rather than
merely physical character. To claim, as you do, that “Lenin was just as isolated as
Plekhanov” misses the political essence of the issue. Viewed in the vast expanse of its
turbulent history, the two men represented different epochs in the development of the
Russian Revolution. Plekhanov personified an epoch, which ended in 1905, whose
central task consisted in creating the theoretical and initial programmatic foundations for
the independent revolutionary organization of the Russian proletariat. Lenin’s epoch —
whose central task was the preparation of the conquest of power by the working class —
began with the revolutionary eruptions of that year.”

Your explanation essentially boils down to the fact that Plekhanov’s difference with
Lenin stemmed from the fact that the former “personified an epoch, which ended in
1905, whereas Lenin personified another epoch, one “whose central task was the
preparation of the conquest of power by the working class.” But this explanation
explains precisely nothing. When you say that Plekhanov “personified an epoch”, this
expression is but a metaphor that under the guise of an explanation, merely restates
the problem in more poetic words.

What are you saying other than that Plekhanov adapted to the non-revolutionary forms of
struggle that characterized that epoch. But this leaves unanswered the question of why he
did so. And why it was that others, both younger Marxists such as Lenin, as well as
contemporaries such as Mehring, did not adapt to the prevailing forms of political life
and were able to swim against the stream of the reformist tendencies that eventually
overtook the majority of the Social Democracy? To this question you have no answer.

To reinforce your point, you quote Trotsky’s analysis of the evolution of German Social
Democracy. In explaining why reformist tendencies built up in German Social
Democracy despite the fact that its official ideology was revolutionary Marxism. Trotsky
writes,

“Ideology is an important, but not a decisive factor in politics.”

You attach great significance to this statement and quote it to reinforce your earlier point
that a philosophical outlook is a minor or secondary factor in the determination of
political activity. However, if you read Trotsky in context, rather than making a blanket
statement about the relatively unimportant role of philosophy he is pointing to the
contradiction between the official ideology of Social Democracy, and the actual
philosophical outlook that underlay its day to day practice. The practical activity of
Social Democracy was of a reformist nature and eventually the philosophical outlook of a
dominant section of the party expressed this. This operative philosophy was in
contradiction to the official positions of Marxism, a contradiction that was eventually
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resolved by the open repudiation of Marxist revolutionary doctrine on the part of the
reformist majority. Trotsky’s discussion explains why the official ideology of
revolutionary socialism was supplanted by another outlook, one rooted in an adaptation
to non-revolutionary conditions. Your interpretation of this passage would minimize the
role of consciousness and human agency at the altar of objective conditions. Yet if we
examine Trotsky’s opus as a whole, we find that far from minimizing the role of
consciousness, Trotsky continually insists that consciousness is both a reflection of day-
to-day practice and a vehicle for its transformation.

He makes this point explicitly in a later work, in his Lessons of October,

“The most favourable conditions for an insurrection exist, obviously, when the maximum
shift in our favour has occurred in the relationship of forces. We are of course referring
to the relationship of forces in the domain of consciousness, i.e. in the domain of the
political superstructure, and not in the domain of the economic foundation, which may be
assumed to remain more or less unchanged throughout the entire revolutionary epoch.
On one and the same economic foundation, with one and the same class division of
society, the relation of forces undergoes change depending upon the mood of the
proletarian masses, depending upon the extent to which their illusions are shattered and
their political experience has grown; the extent to which the confidence of intermediate
classes and groups in the state power is shattered; and finally the extent to which the
latter loses confidence in itself.” ( Lessons of October, New Park, 38-39)

Furthermore, when Trotsky writes that “ideology is an important, but not a decisive
factor in politics,” he is doing so in the context of an analysis of the collapse of German
Social Democracy. He is not addressing the more specific question of Kautsky’s political
betrayal. In other words, given the degeneration and ultimate betrayal of German Social
Democracy, why did Kautsky, who in a previous period defended orthodoxy against the
revisionists, capitulate to the right wing? Trotsky is not addressing this latter question in
this particular essay. It is however the very question that Trotsky will turn to in his last
great political struggle, some 25 years following the collapse of the Second International.
You conflate these two questions in a procedure that merely spreads confusion. You write
for instance,

“How much richer is this analysis, which locates the tragedy of Social Democracy and
Kautsky’s own life in the objective historically-determined contradictions of Germany’s
capitalist development and its peculiar relation to the political practice and strategy of the
working class, than one which claims to trace all problems “back in the end to the
question of philosophy and dialectics.”

If we look further we will find that when Trotsky did write about the political collapse of
particular individuals, he did not begin his discussion with the economic conditions, or
the fact of their political isolation, but rather he sought to locate the source of political
degeneration in the attitude of these individuals to the dialectic. This is how Trotsky
approached the desertion of Burnham and Schachtman from the Fourth International in
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his last great political battle, just weeks before his assassination. In his Open Letter to
Burnham, he writes,

“Anyone acquainted with the history of the struggles of tendencies within workers’
parties knows that desertion to the camp of opportunism and even to the camp of
bourgeois reaction began not infrequently with rejection of the dialectic... Again, it is
impermissible to discount an even more important fact, namely, that all the great and
outstanding revolutionists, first and foremost, Marx, Engels, Lenin, Luxemburg, Frnaz
Mehring — stood on the ground of dialectic materialism... The examples of Bernstein,
Kautsky and Franz Mehring are extremely instructive. Bernstein categorically rejected
the dialectic as ‘scholasticism’ and ‘mysticism’. Kautsky maintained indifference toward
the question of the dialectic, somewhat like comrade Schachtman. Mehring was a tireless
propagandist and defender of dialectic materialism. For decades he followed all the
innovations of philosophy and literature, indefatigably exposing the reactionary essence
of idealism, neo-Kantianism, utilitarianism, all forms of mysticism, etc. The political fate
of these three individuals is very well known. Bernstein ended his life as a smug petty-
bourgeois democrat; Kautsky from a centrist, became a vulgar opportunist. As for
Mehring, he died a revolutionary communist.” (In Defense of Marxism, New Park
Publications, 95)

Trotsky is maintaining that it was indeed their philosophical weaknesses that prepared
Bernstein and Kautsky to play their respective roles, while contrasting them to Mehring ,
whose intransigence as a voice for revolutionary politics was prepared by his attention to
dialectics. He further emphasizes this point by providing yet another example:

“In Russia three very prominent academic Marxists, Struve, Bulgakov and Berdayev
began by rejecting the philosophic doctrine of Marxism and ended in the camp of
reaction and orthodox church. In the United States, Eastman, Sidney Hook and their
friends utilized opposition to the dialectic as cover for their transformation from fellow
travelers of the proletariat to fellow travelers of the bourgeoisie. Similar examples by the
score could be cited from other countries.” ( In Defense of Marxism, 95)

Finally Trotsky considers what appears to be a counter example to the above argument.

“The example of Plekhanov, which appears to be an exception, in reality only proves the
rule. Plekhanov was a remarkable propagandist of dialectic materialism, but during his
whole life he never had the opportunity of participating in the actual class struggle. His
thinking was divorced from practice. The revolution of 1905 and subsequently the World
War flung him into the camp of petty-bourgeois democracy and forced him in actuality to
renounce dialectic materialism. During the war Plekhanov came forward openly as the
protagonist of the Kantian categorical imperative in the sphere of international relations:
‘Do not do unto other as you would not have then do unto you.” The example of
Plekhanov only proves that dialectic materialism in and of itself still does not make a
man a revolutionist.” ( In Defense of Marxism, 95)
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I believe that Trotsky’s assessment of Plekhanov is entirely too generous. As I will argue
subsequently, Plekhanov’s version of the dialectic was superficial and fatally flawed. His
inability to reorient himself in the new situation following the 1905 Revolution was a
dramatic confirmation of the one-sided nature of his version of the dialectic. If I am
correct in my assessment of Plekhanov, then his example is no longer an exception to the
relationship between the dialectic and revolutionary practice that Trotsky has been
enunciating. Whether I am correct or not in my assessment of Plekhanov, the important
point to bear in mind is that Trotsky considered one’s attitude to the dialectic a key if not
the sole determinant in one’s attitude toward revolutionary politics - and in his estimate
the case of Plekhanov was simply an exception from the general rule. In either case,
Trotsky main point holds. He is forcefully asserting in 1940 that one’s politics does point
back “in the end to the question of philosophy and dialectics.”
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Lenin’s Critique of Plekhanov

In my letter to Vladimir I cited some of the sources in the Philosophical Notebooks
(Volume 38 of Lenin’s Collected Works) for what could be construed as Lenin’s critique
of Plekhanov. Unfortunately, Lenin never wrote a definitive essay on Plekhanov. We are
therefore left with only the marginal notes in the Philosophical Notebooks and a few brief
comments in later writings. If we are to make sense then of Lenin’s attitude toward
Plekhanov, a high degree of interpretative work is required. In fleshing out Lenin’s
views on Plekhanov we must enlist not only the brief remarks devoted explicitly to
Plekhanov, but other comments that Lenin made elsewhere that illustrate his contrasting
views on philosophical questions. Furthermore, the background for our interpretation
should not be limited to Lenin’s explicit remarks on philosophy, but ought to incorporate
Lenin’s practical and political statements from such key works as State and Revolution,
Imperialism and the Trade Union Debate that illustrate Lenin’s concrete application of
dialectics.

Let us begin with Lenin’s most damning statement about Plekhanov:

“Plekhanov criticizes Kantianism .. more from a vulgar-materialistic standpoint than from
a dialectical-materialist standpoint ...”

“Marxists criticized (at the beginning of the twentieth century the Kantians and Humists
more in the manner of Feuerbach (and Buchner) than of Hegel.”

In your letter you claimed that I deliberately “did not complete the quotation, for without
the entire passage it is not possible to understand the significance of the critique.” I fail
to see why anyone should object to my producing an abbreviated quote in an informal
letter whose purpose is to provide citations that can be checked in the Russian edition. In
any case, your fuller quotation of the same paragraph does not illuminate as much as you
think.

You make the case that “Plekhanov’s work in this struggle [against the Machists] was of
limited value because he had failed to engage the Machists on the vital question of
natural science. Plekhanov, with his well-known verve and wit, demonstrated the
incompatibility of Machism with materialism. He denounced their blundering in the
sphere of philosophy. But he avoided the truly critical issue raised by the Machists: the
implications of the new discoveries in the field of physics for materialism. This is
precisely what Lenin meant when he stated that Plekhanov refuted Kantianism “from the
threshold.”

10
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According to you, “the truly critical issue” behind Lenin’s critique of Plekhanov was the
latter’s failure to investigate “the implications of the new discoveries in the field of
physics for materialism”. I think by localizing Lenin’s critique to this particular chapter
of the history of Marxism, you illegitimately narrow the scope of Lenin’s remarks.

It is true that Lenin was critical of Plekhanov’s role in the debate with Machsists, an
incident to which he alludes in the marginal comment. However, that hardly encompasses
the most important element of Lenin’s critique. To make such a statement is to take
Lenin’s enterprise completely outside of the historical circumstances in which he found
himself. Let us recall that it was the period between August and December 1914 when
Lenin embarked on the study of Hegel’s Science of Logic. Lenin spent most of his time
in the crucial opening months of World War I studying Hegel. Do you think this was a
coincidence? Or is it not reasonable to suppose that the betrayal of the principles of
socialist internationalism by the defenders of orthodox Marxism, Plekhanov and Kautsky
in particular, did not weigh heavily on Lenin’s mind as he worked his way through
Hegel? Furthermore, did Plekhanov not enlist the services of Kant to aid him in
justifying his sudden transformation from an internationalist to a Russian patriot? Thus,
when Lenin finds Plekhanov’s earlier assessment of Kant inadequate, I think it is
reasonable to suppose that in this passage Lenin is trying to find the philosophical source
above all of Plekhanov’s betrayal of socialist internationalism in 1914. There is a lot
more at stake here than simply the fact that Plekhanov failed to grapple with “new
discoveries in the field of physics.”

Elsewhere you minimize the significance that Plekhanov’s betrayal of socialist
internationalism held for Lenin. You write that,

“Of all the major political leaders of the Second International, the role played by
Plekhanov in 1914 was the least surprising.”

To reinforce this point, you add a couple of pages later,

“Though the circumstance of the climactic betrayal of 1914 were certainly extraordinary,
it is something of a myth that it came as a surprise.”

But just what is myth and what is reality here? According to Plekhanov’s biographer
Stephen Baron, Plekhanov’s transformation into a supporter of the Czarist Army shocked
Lenin when he first heard the news. As Baron describes it,

“In October [1914], Plekhanov went to Lausanne to address a gathering of Russian Social
Democrats that included Lenin. The Bolshevik chief had already heard something of his
former mentor’s attitude but had refused to credit the story. It was “simply impossible”
for him to believe that Plekhanov, the intransigent Marxist, had become a defensist.” As
Lenin listened to Plekhanov’s speech, however, he recognized that the impossible had
come to pass.” (Plekhanov, The Father of Russian Marxism, p. 324)

11
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Nor was Lenin the only Marxist who was shocked by Plekhanov’s turn. Angelica
Balabanoff, the Italian Socialist leader and an internationalist, was stunned to hear
Plekhanov say,

“So far as I am concerned if I were not old and sick I would join the army. To bayonet
your German comrades would give me great pleasure.” (Baron, p. 324)

It is also well known that Lenin, though well aware of the opportunist tendencies within
the German Social Democracy, was still shocked when the majority of the parliamentary
faction of the party voted for war credits. Trotsky too was surprised by the depth of the
betrayal. The following is his account of that terrible day:

“The telegram telling of the capitulation of the German Social Democracy
shocked me even more than the declaration of war, in spite of the fact that

I was far from a naive idealizing of German socialism. “The European
socialist parties,” I wrote as early as 1905, and reiterated more than once

after ward, “have developed their own conservatism, which grows stronger the
more the masses are captured by socialism. In view of this, the Social
Democracy can become, at a definite moment, an actual obstacle in the way of
an open conflict between the workers and the bourgeois reaction. In other
words, the propagandist socialist conservatism of the proletariat party may

at a certain moment obstruct the direct struggle for power by the

proletariat.” I did not expect the official leaders of the International, in

case of war, to prove themselves capable of serious revolutionary

initiative. At the same time, I could not even admit the idea that the

Social Democracy would simply cower on its belly before a nationalist
militarism.

When the issue of the Vorwaerts that contained the report of the meeting of
the Reichstag on August 4 arrived in Switzerland, Lenin decided that it was

a faked number published by the German general staff to deceive and frighten
their enemies. For, despite his critical mind, Lenin’s faith in the German
Social Democracy was still as strong as that... I did not think the Vorwaerts a fake; my
first personal impressions in Vienna had already prepared me for the worst.
Nevertheless, the vote of August 4 has remained one of the tragic

experiences of my life. What would Engels have said? I asked myself. To me,
the answer was obvious. And how would Bebel have acted? Here, I was not so
certain. But Bebel was dead. There was only Haase, an honest provincial
democrat, with no theoretical outlook or revolutionary temper. In every
critical situation, he was inclined to refrain from decisive solutions; he
preferred to resort to half-measures and to wait. Events were too great for

him. And beyond him one saw the Scheidemanns, the Eberts, the Welses.” (My Life,
Pathfinder Press, p. 246-247)

12
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If anyone was in a position to anticipate the depth of the betrayal of 1914, it was Rosa
Luxemburg, who as a leader of the left wing of the German and international movement,
was personally acquainted with many of the architects of the turn to social patriotism.
Yet this is how Luxemburg’s reaction was portrayed by her biographer, Paul Frolich:

“The decision of her party [to vote for war credits] was a heavy blow to Rosa
Luxemburg. much more so than the shock of the Brussels conference [at which the
international bureau heard the leader of Austrian Social Democracy, Victor Adler,
proclaim that his party would do nothing to counter the war plans of the bourgeois
government of Austria.]...The capitulation of German Social Democracy, its desertion to
the imperialist camp, the resultant collapse of the International, indeed the seeming
collapse of her whole world, shattered her spirit.” (Rosa Luxemburg, p 205)

Although by that time Plekhanov was in the right wing of Russian Marxism and became
increasingly isolated following his failure to support the working class in the 1905
Revolution, he nevertheless remained a stalwart defender of Marxist orthodoxy against
open revisionists such as Bernstein. He also remained a staunch socialist internationalist
until the very outbreak of the war. There was thus plenty of reason for Lenin and others
to be taken aback by Plekhanov’s transformation into a Russian patriot. Given this
historical context, I think it is entirely reasonable to suggest that Lenin’s critique of
Plekhanov’s failure to grapple with Kant was directly related to the events of 1914.

That being said, it remains to be determined what was the precise nature of Lenin’s
philosophical assessment of Plekhanov and the latter’s relationship to Kant.

In his many writings in which he addresses the philosophy of Kant, Plekhanov’s
overriding theme is that Kant was a skeptic who represented a half-way point between
idealism and materialism. This was expressed succinctly in a letter Plekhanov wrote to
Kautsky,

“The philosophy of Kant for me signifies nothing else but an armistice between the
discoveries of natural science and the ancient religious tradition.” (quoted in Baron,
p.179)

Plekhanov noted that Kant’s positing of a noumenal world consisting of things-in-
themselves, which are essentially unknowable, was set up alongside a phenomenal world
that, while accessible to us, was limited to knowledge given by our sense perceptions.
Plekhanov thus tends to see Kant in terms similar to Hume, as a skeptic who denied the
possibility of knowledge of an objective world. Plekhanov’s assessment leans too
heavily on the skeptical side of Kant. He does not give proper notice to Kant’s
development from Hume. It is ironic that Kant is seen as a skeptic for his intent was to
answer the skepticism of Hume with a system of thought that would validate the outlook
of Newton’s laws of motion while at the same time ““saving the appearances.” (Hume’s
philosophy opened an abyss between the supposed objectivity of scientific laws and our

13
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sense perceptions. According to Hume, we only can have sure knowledge of our own
particular sense perceptions and any inference from this to the state of the external world
is merely a matter of custom and habit and can never be validated.) Kant thought the
only possibility of legitimating scientific knowledge was to place a sharp demarcation
between the claims of science and observation, and the more speculative claims that had
been indulged by traditional metaphysics. The former was a legitimate type of
knowledge, though it was limited in its scope. The latter, consisting of speculation as to
whether time had a beginning, or if the world was infinite or finite, he considered an
illegitimate form of reason.

Plekhanov’s assessment of Kant as merely a skeptic who proclaimed the unknowability
of the world and its laws, although one-sided, was nevertheless used with good effect in
his polemics against Bernstein. For it was Bernstein and his followers who justified their
rejection of the objective basis for socialism by invoking a bastardized version of Kant to
proclaim the unknowability of the world. Conversely, Bernstein leaned on another pillar
of Kant’s architectonic, his ethics, in an attempt to locate a substitute for the historical
necessity for socialism. In Kant’s ethics Bernstein claimed to have found an adequate
basis for the socialist enterprise. Plekhanov had little trouble disposing of Bernstein’s
arguments.

When Lenin was reexamining these issues in light of the betrayal of Plekhanov and other
defenders of orthodoxy in 1914, he was impressed by the inadequacy of the critique of
Kant rendered in 1898. Lenin found in Hegel’s critique of Kant a much deeper
engagement with certain fundamental philosophical issues than he found in Plekhanov.
At the heart of Hegel’s critique of Kant, but not Plekhanov’s, was the question of
dialectics. That is why Lenin writes the following in his Hegel Notebooks:

“Work out: Plekhanov wrote probably nearly 1000 pages (Beltov + against Bogdanov +
against Kantians + basic questions, etc. etc. on philosophy (dialectic). There is in them
nil about the Larger Logic, its thoughts (i.e. dialectic proper, as a philosophic science)
nil!!” (CW Volume 38: 277)

This fragmentary note, while somewhat cryptic, when examined in the context of Lenin’s
other notes about Plekhanov during this period, is remarkably consistent with the
statement we quoted at the start, that “Plekhanov criticized Kant more in the manner of a
vulgar materialist.” What Lenin has in mind is that Plekhanov’s critique of Kant, while
emphasizing Kant’s skepticism and agnostic position vis a vis materialism, never
examines these issues in terms of Kant’s attitude toward the dialectic. Hegel on the other
hand, in discussing Kant, pays tribute to the fact that Kant developed the dialectic,
coming to the very threshold of dialectical thinking, but at the very last moment rejected
it as illegitimate. It is worth quoting the passage in which Hegel diagnoses the role of
Kant, one that Lenin copied in full:

“It will always stand out as a marvel how the Kantian philosophy recognized the relation

of thought to sensuous reality, beyond which it did not advance, as only a relative relation
of mere Appearance, and perfectly well recognized and enunciated a higher unity of both
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in the Idea in general and, for example, in the Idea of an intuitive understanding, and yet
stopped short at this relative relation and the assertion that the Notion is and remains
utterly separate from reality — thus asserting as truth that which is declared to be finite
cognition, and denouncing as an unjustified extravagance and a figment of thought what
is recognized as truth of which it established the specific notion.” (Science of Logic,
Miller, p. 592)

Here Hegel traces the sources of the skeptical element in Kant’s thought to his
consignment of dialectical thinking to the realm of an illegitimate speculation — one “that
remains utterly separate from reality.” Hegel is indicating that Kant separated
appearance from Essence, failing to recognize that appearances are not just “illusions”,
but grant us a contradictory access to the essence of things. Lenin explicitly welcomes
this aspect of Hegel’s critique of Kant when he writes,

“The movement of a river — the foam above and the deep currents. But even the foam is
an expression of essence.” (CW Volume 38, p. 130)

What is the significance of Lenin’s rebuke of Plekhnov? He is saying that in all his
critical writings on Kant, Plekhanov paid scant attention to the “dialectic proper, as
philosophical science”. This is where the philosophical and political questions begin to
converge. A good hint of what Lenin has in mind is contained in another criticism of
Plekhanov, this from the essay fragment, On the Question of Dialectics. You bring up
this very same quote yourself, in passing accusing me of “a truncated passage from
Lenin’s essay, “On the Question of Dialectics,” which includes the following sentences:”

You then go on to supply your fuller version of this quote:

“The correctness of this aspect of the content of dialectics must be tested by the history of
science. This aspect of dialectics (e.g., in Plekhanov) usually receives inadequate
attention: the identity of opposites is taken as the sum-total of examples [‘for example, a
seed,” ‘for example, primitive communism.” The same is true of Engels. But it is ‘in the
interests if popularization...’] and not as a law of cognition (and as a law of the objective
world).” [Volume 38, p. 357]

The interesting thing to note is that your “corrected” version of this quote contains less of
the original quote than my “truncated” version. Your citation begins with a discussion of
“the correctness of this aspect of dialectics”, which is completely incomprehensible
without reference to the previous paragraph, which you do not quote. We are left
wondering exactly what aspect of the dialectic Lenin is discussing. In my transcription of
this quote, I did provide the previous paragraph, omitting only some references in
parentheses that were not essential to convey what was meant.

Let us reconstruct what Lenin writes prior to the quote you cited in order to make sense

this “aspect of the content dialectics.” He writes, [and this time I include the parenthetical
references]
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“The splitting of a single whole and the cognition of its contradictory parts (see the
quotation from Philo on Heraclitus at the beginning of Section III, “On Cognition”, in
Lasalle’s book on Heraclitus) is the e s s e n ¢ e (one of the “essentials,” one of the
principal, if not the principal characteristics or features) of dialectics. That is precisely
how Hegel, too, puts the matter (Aristotle in his Metaphysics continually grapples
with it and combats Heraclitus and Heraclitean ideas).” (CW Volume 38, p 357)

Lenin is then starting his discussion of dialectics with a consideration of a whole, and the
cognition of its contradictory parts. He is clearly here siding with Hegel and the latter’s
critique of formalistic thinking that keeps opposites apart. A whole may be whatever is an
object of cognition. It could be a natural organism such as platypus, or a social whole, the
modern capitalist state for instance, or the ancient Greek polis, or it can be a creation of
the imagination, a work of art such as the Mona Lisa, or even a thought. Whatever the
object, Lenin is saying, formal thought can at best provide only a crude approximation.
To capture a whole in its development, we must first identify its contradictory parts and
see how they are determined by their relationship to the whole and to each other. This
whole, our object of investigation, emerges, through the interpenetration of opposites, as
a new entity, although one determined by its own negation. A dialectical investigation of
a whole must be able to identify the contradictory elements within a whole and follow
their process of transformation.

In the case of Russian society, this whole was composed of classes in definite relations to
each other. The changing nature of these relationships determined the trajectory of the
evolution of this society. It was a truism among Marxists that following the
emancipation of the serfs in 1861, capitalist social relations would soon take root and
wipe out the remnants of the obischinia, the Russian peasant commune. The emergence
of capitalist social relations, according to this prognosis, would give rise both to a liberal
bourgeoisie with a vested interest in a constitution and democratic reforms, and a modern
working class. The early Russian Marxists, Plekhanov above all, therefore suggested that
the progress of the working class and its eventual emancipation was tied, for an entire
historical period, to the cause of the liberal bourgeoisie. This was what Plekhanov argued
against the Russian populists. It can be argued that throughout his political career,
whether he was defending revolutionary principles against the Economists and the
Revisionists, or opposing the Soviets in the 1905 revolution, or taking the standpoint of
Russian patriotism in 1914, he was consistent. It is not Plekhanov that changed, but the
world around him. In 1905, the Russian working class demonstrated that it was not
content to wait for the bourgeoisie to lead a revolution, while the bourgeoisie
demonstrated that it had no interest in leading a revolution, but only wanted to gouge out
a small role for itself from the monarchy. Plekhanov, who still believed himself a
defender of the working class and its cause, threw in his lot with the cause of the
bourgeoisie, thinking that the working class had overreached itself and threatened to
upset what he viewed as the inevitable march of history. It was the same logic that lead
him to become a social patriot in 1914. He thought that the cause of the Russian working
class would be served by supporting the Russian bourgeoisie, who were at one with the
war aims of the autocracy. Somehow, Plekhanov had missed the moment of
transformation into opposites, the moment where the bourgeoisie had been transformed
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from a relatively progressive social force to a backward one. To identify this decisive
moment, the study of empirical data is of course indispensable, but by itself it is
insufficient. One must be able to make sense of the facts. This is where Plekhanov fell
short of the mark. He thought formalistically and could not cognize the whole as it was
changing into something new.

Here we can cite another quote from Lenin’s Hegel Notebooks, where after reading
Hegel’s summary of the dialectical method in the chapter on the Absolute Idea, Lenin
writes his own summation of what has been presented:

“The crux lies in the fact that thought must apprehend the whole “representation” in its
movement, but for that thought must be dialectical.” (CW Volume 38, 227, emphasis in
original)

The ability to anticipate and respond to a changing situation is the greatest test of the
practical side of dialectical thinking. Despite all his erudition and his appreciation of the
history and literature of Marxism, Plekhanov failed this test. Despite his formal
adherence to dialectics he thought in terms of fixed schema. I believe it was a
consideration such as this that motivated Lenin to castigate Plekhanov for never paying
attention to this crucial aspect of the dialectic.

You argue that Lenin is criticizing Plekhanov for not exploring the implications for
dialectics of the new discoveries of science. This is your interpretation of Lenin’s
statement,

“The correctness of this aspect of the content of dialectics must be tested by the history of
science.”

Certainly Lenin is here recalling the debate with the Machists. It was in the course of that
discussion that Lenin doubtless first became aware of Plekhanov’s theoretical
weaknesses. Up till then, Lenin considered Plekhanov’s word on philosophical issues to
be impeccable, despite their sharp political differences. However, what is there in the
statement that you quote that implies that Lenin’s critique of Plekhanov was limited to his
failure to grapple with the natural sciences? Is it not obvious that Plekhanov’s failure to
grapple with August 4, 1914 had now become a much bigger and more immediate issue?
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The Implications of Ignoring the Dialectic — A
mechanical outlook.

The essence of Lenin’s critique of Plekhanov’s philosophical work is that it bends
Marxism back in the direction of vulgar materialism. What could Lenin have meant by
this? Did not Plekhanov devote many essays throughout his career to the exposure not
only of idealist opponents of Marxism, but to the weaknesses of vulgar materialism?

It is indeed the case that Plekhanov wrote many essays in which he ridiculed vulgar
materialism as well as idealism. His key argument against vulgar, mechanical
materialism is that it cannot account for history. This is how he characterizes the views
of the materialists of the 18" century,

“Whenever they began speaking of the historical development of mankind, they forgot
their sensationalist view of “man” in general and, like all the philosophers of
“enlightenment” of that age, affirmed that the world (i.e., the social relations of mankind)
is governed by opinions (c’est I’opinion qui gouverne le monde). In this lies the radical
contradiction from which the materialism of the eighteenth century suffered, and which,
in the reasoning of its supporters, was divided into an entire series of secondary and
derivative contradictions, just as a bank note is exchanged for small cash.”(The
Development of the Monist View of History, CW Volume I, 550)

In what sense then was Lenin justified in characterizing Plekhanov as holding out an
olive branch to vulgar materialism, if indeed his criticism is justified at all? To answer
this question we should define what we mean by “vulgar materialism”, as the term has
been used in Marxist polemics sometimes rather indiscriminately. It can refer to the crude
view of some early materialists that “The brain excretes thoughts in the same way that the
liver excretes bile,” or the equally crude notion encapsulated by the slogan, “You are
what you eat.” On the other hand, some extremely sophisticated arguments for a form of
materialism among contemporary philosophers and scientists have also been
characterized as a form of “vulgar materialism”. A case in point is the critique of the
sophisticated arguments of Daniel Dennett and Richard Dawkins, who argue for a 21*
century version of “Man as a [genetic] machine”, by the Marxist biologist Richard
Lewontin .

What is it that ties all these disparate thinkers to the label of vulgar materialism? I think

the key to this is found in yet another fragmentary note penned by Lenin in his Hegel
Notebooks. In summarizing the chapter on the Absolute Idea, Lenin writes,
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“Alias: Man’s consciousness not only reflects the objective world, but creates it.” ( CW
Volume 38, 212)

The vulgar materialist, whether crude or sophisticated, always insists that man’s
consciousness reflects the objective world, but forgets the second part of Lenin’s thesis,
that it also transforms (a better word than “creates”) the world from which it has arisen.

Here Lenin is restating a point made by Marx in his famous summary of the materialist
conception of history in the Preface to the Critique of Political Economy:

“It is not the consciousness of men that determines their existence, but their social
existence that determines their consciousness. At a certain stage of development, the
material productive forces of society come into conflict with the existing relations of
productions or — this merely expresses the same thing in legal terms — with the property
relations within the framework of which they have operate hitherto...Then begins an era
of social revolution. The changes in the economic foundation lead sooner or later to the
transformation of the whole immense superstructure. In studying such transformation it is
always necessary to distinguish between material transformation of the economic
conditions of production, which can be determined with the precision of natural science,
and the legal, political, religious, artistic or philosophic — in short, ideological forms in
which men become conscious of this conflict and fight it out.”(Critique of Political
Economy, 21)

Precisely how consciousness transforms the world, how that is “men become conscious
of this conflict and fight it out” is the subject of historical, sociological and philosophical
science. Plekhanov correctly notes that the great failure of the 18™ century materialists
lay in their inability to provide a coherent theory of historical and social development.
Lacking this, they fell back to the idealist explanation of history that always traces
historical changes to the opinions of men. Yet Plekhanov himself fails to appreciate the
decisive role that the active ideological struggle entails. Ultimately, he views history as a
force that determines man and fails to see that man through his conscious struggle , at
crucial junctures, also determines history. This is borne out by remarks Plekhanov makes
in his famous essay, The Role of The Individual in History. There Plekhanov argues that
the emergence of an individual suited to accomplish great historical tasks is more or less
inevitable given the right set of antecedent conditions. In discussing the role of
Robespierre during the French Revolution he writes,

“Let us assume that he was an absolutely indispensable force in his party; at all events, he
was not its only force. If the accidental fall of a brick had killed him, say, in January
1793, his place would of course have been taken somebody else, and though that person
might have been inferior to him in every respect, the events would nevertheless have
taken the same course as they did when Robespierre was still alive.” (CW 11, 306-307)

He makes a similar argument regarding the role of Napoleon:
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“Napoleon’s power seems something quite exceptional to us because other forces similar
to it did not go over from the possible to the actual. And when we are asked what would
have happened had there been no Napoleon, our imagination is confused and it seems to
us that without him the social movement, on which his power and influence rested, could
not have taken place at all.” (CW II, 309)

“At all events, results “opposite” to those which arose from Robespierre’s energetic
action were out of the question. Nor could they have arisen even if Bonaparte had been
struck down by a bullet at the Battle of Arcole, let us say. What he did in the Italian and
other campaigns could have been done by other generals. They would probably not have
displayed the same talent as he did and would not have won such brilliant victories;
nevertheless, the French Republic would have emerged victorious from the wars it was
waging because its soldiers were by far the best in Europe.” (CW 11, 307)

. In his discussion of Napoleon, Plekhanov is revisiting an area that was once discussed
by Engels. In a letter to Starkenburg in 1894, Engels comments that,

“This is where the so-called great men come in for treatment. That such and such a man
and precisely that man arises at that particular time in that given country is of course pure
accident. But cut him out and there will be a demand for a substitute, and this substitute
will be found, good or bad, but in the long run he will be found. That Napoleon, just that
particular Corsican, should have been the military dictator whom the French Republic,
exhausted by its own war, had rendered necessary, was an accident; but that, a Napoleon
had been lacking, another would have filled the place, is proved by the fact that the man
has always been found as soon as he became necessary: Caesar, Augustus, Cromwell,
etc.”

Engels is here refuting the idealist notion of the great man of history, as propounded by
Carlyle. He notes that “great men” are as much products of a previous historical
evolution as they are necessary agents of history. He thus makes the point that the
contingent fact that this particular individual arose in this particular place is not simply an
accident. Rather, it is a contingency that expresses necessity. Thus he says that even if
this particular individual, Napoleon, was not available, someone else would have come
along. What is not so clear is whether the substitute Napoleon would have been adequate
to the tasks. Engels seems to indicate that this is the case, but his attempts to justify it are
not very convincing. First of all, the argument that “the man has always been found as
soon as he became necessary” provides no guarantee this will continue to be the case in
the future even if it were the case in the past. Furthermore, whatever merits this
argument may have in relation to the history of the bourgeois revolution, it cannot be
extended mutatis mutandi to the epoch of the proletarian revolution, where the role of
consciousness and leadership becomes more much critical. Engels implicitly recognized
this when he wrote about the mistakes committed by the leadership of the Paris
Commune - in which we had a case where history failed to produce the right men even
though they were “necessary.” (See his critical remarks on role of the Proudhonists and
Blanquists in the Paris Commune in his 1892 Preface to the Civil War in France -
MECW Volume 27, p187)
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Plekhanov however goes a step beyond Engels. He codifies the line of thought Engels
expressed in the 1890s and through his published works becomes instrumental in
inaugurating a dogma that had an invidious effect on the socialist movement. As far as
Plekhanov is concerned, an individual will always be found at a crucial juncture to carry
out a historical task. Furthermore, while it may be an accident of history whether that
individual has all the talent of a great man such as Napoleon or Robespierre, it is more or
less guaranteed that the individual in question will prove adequate to the tasks at hand. In
this way, Plekhanov accounts for an inevitable march of historical progress that continues
more or less unabated despite the vicissitudes and fortunes of individuals.

The non-dialectical essence of Plekhanov’s outlook is here quite evident. He sees the
relationship between a historical process and individuals as a one-way street. The march
of history determines the individual characters of people. He fails to appreciate that the
actions of individuals sometimes can have a decisive effect on the further direction of the
march of history. He also assumes that history will always find an individual that is
adequate to carrying out the tasks required. In this way he can maintain his schematic
conception of inevitable stages of historical evolution. There is however no basis to
assume that history provides some guarantee that the right individual will always come
upon the scene, or as Plekhanov says, if not Napoleon, then a substitute for Napoleon
who may not be as brilliant as Napoleon, but will prove good enough to get the job done.
How do we know that a substitute Napoleon will be good enough to get the job done? Of
course, we don’t. A substitute Napoleon can also fail, in which case history takes a
different and unanticipated turn. Plekhanov could not imagine a fundamentally different
outcome to the historical process. That is the conclusion he explicitly draws in summing
up the lessons to be learned from his historical illustrations:

“Because of the specific qualities of their minds and natures, influential personages can
affect the individual features of events and some of their particular consequences but they
cannot alter their overall trend, which is determined by other forces.” (CW II 308)

Contrast this with Trotsky’s assessment of the role of Lenin in the Russian Revolution:

“Is it possible, however, to say confidently that the party without him (Lenin) would have
found its road? We would by no means make bold to say that. The factor of time is
decisive here, and it is difficult in retrospect to tell time historically. Dialectical
materialism at any rate has nothing in common with fatalism. Without Lenin the crisis,
which the opportunist leadership was inevitably bound to produce, would have assumed
an extraordinarily sharp and protracted character. The conditions of war and revolution,
however, would not allow the party a long period for fulfilling its mission. Thus it is by
no means excluded that a disoriented and split party might have let slip the revolutionary
opportunity for many years.” (History of the Russian Revolution, 349)

Nor was this just a passing thought. Trotsky returned to this subject several years later,
this time stating his opinion of the indispensable role of Lenin even more forcefully:
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“For the sake of clarity I would put it this way. Had I not been present in 1917 in
Petersburg, The October Revolution would still have taken place — on the condition that
Lenin was present and in command. If neither Lenin nor I had been present in
Petersburg, there would have been no October Revolution: the leadership of the
Bolshevik Party would have prevented it from occurring — of this I have not the slightest
doubt! If Lenin had not been in Petersburg, I doubt whether I could have managed to
overcome the resistance of the Bolshevik leaders. The struggle with “Trotskyism” (i.e.,
with the proletarian revolution) would have commenced in May, 1917, and the outcome
of the revolution would have been in question. But I repeat, granted the presence of Lenin
the October Revolution would have been victorious anyway. The same could by and
large be said of the Civil War...” (Diary in Exile, 46).

One cannot imagine Plekhanov writing anything like this. Plekhanov’s argument in his
essay on the Role of the Individual in History is one of the clearest expressions of the
philosophical vacuum at the center of the Second International. He introduces a
mechanical form of historical determinism into Marxist philosophy, one that denies the
role of human agency. In doing so, he forgets entirely the first term of Marx’s epigram
that,

“Men make their own history, but not in conditions that they themselves have chosen”.

He prefers to concentrate on the qualifying clause. The result is an attitude of fatalism
and passivity toward historical events.

In fairness to Plekhanov, it needs to be said that unlike the epigones of the Second
International, he was not a superficial thinker and recognized that the logic of his position
led to fatalism. As if anticipating future critics, he writes,

“But if the individual features of events are determined by the influence of general causes
and do not depend upon the individual qualities of historical personages, it follows that
such features are determined by general causes and cannot be altered, no matter how
much these personages may change. The theory thus assumes a fatalistic nature.” (CW
Volume I1, p. 312)

Plekhanov recognizes the problem with this viewpoint, namely,

“Fatalism would have appeared here as the consequence of the individual disappearing in
the general.” (CW 11, p.313)

He protests that this argument does not touch “the present-day materialist view on
history, in which there is also room for the particular...”

Yet when he tries to explain how this works itself out he falls back precisely onto Carlyle
and the great man theory of history.
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A great man he says,

“...is a hero, not in the sense that he can halt or change the natural course of things, but in
the sense that his activities are the conscious and free expression of that necessary and
unconscious course. Therein lies all his significance, all his power. But it is a vast
significance and an awesome power.” (CW 11, p. 314)

Plekhanov’s qualifications do not in the end provide a satisfactory account of the role of
the individual in history. When all is said and done, the great man can only be deemed
great in retrospect, if his actions proved to be in consonance with “that necessary and
unconscious course.” Since it is assumed that the “great man” will always emerge when
needed, we need not do anything special to bring about the happy confluence of great
men with the necessary conditions of their activity. Thus Plekhanov’s protests
notwithstanding, he did not get out of the bind of fatalism.

Interestingly enough, it is at this point that Plekhanov the arch materialist, comes closest
to Hegel the arch idealist. For it is to Hegel’s philosophy of history from which
Plekhanov borrows the notion that the seemingly arbitrary confluence of individual actors
upon the stage of history work their way, through the “cunning of reason” to establish an
ever more progressive development of Spirit. To be sure there is a kernel of truth in
Hegel’s conception - historical processes are law governed. Conjoined with this idea
however is also the idealist-inspired illusion, inherited by Plekhanov, that the law
governed process of history proceeds despite the intentions and conscious acts of human
beings who are little more than puppets in a shadow play. Plekhanov inherits the weakest
part of Hegel’s legacy. (I shall leave aside for now the question of whether this
interpretation of Hegel’s philosophy of history is in fact justified. The relevant issue here
is that this was the interpretation accepted by and utilized by Plekhanov.)

History is for Plekhanov, as it was for Hegel, an inevitable forward march into the future.
Progress is guaranteed and there is no possibility of reversals. Herein lies the
philosophical basis for Plekhanov’s inability to grasp the complex rhythm of the
changing social relations in Russia, of the not insignificant impact of the work of Russian
Social Democrats themselves on the consciousness of the Russian proletariat. Ironically,
the man who did more than anything else to found this movement could not recognize its
creative and transformative role. For Plekhanov, the working class remained an object of
history, not its subject.

Plekhanov’s biographer comes to much the same conclusion. He writes,

“Taking his Marxian writings as a whole, one sees that Plekhanov’s account of the
movement to socialism unmistakably depended upon a “natural” evolutionary process, in
conformity with law ... he did not quite manage to bring voluntarism into a perfect
balance with determinism — even at the level of logical argument. How much more likely
it was that imbalances might arise at the level of practice.” (Baron, 116)
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For Plekhanov, history was the subject and human beings were mere objects impressed
by history for working out of its ‘iron laws.” This turns the relationship between men and
history upside down. It is an example of the type of false consciousness that is
engendered in bourgeois society, one that Marx dissected in Capital in his discussion of
commodity fetishism, where the relationship between men and things is turned upside
down. I note that in your letter you criticize me for objecting to this inverted view of the
relationship between human agents and historical laws.

First you quote a line from my letter to Vladimir,

. “And if you cannot account for the development of knowledge, your practice becomes
circumscribed by the world and its ‘laws.’”

You reply with the following comment.

“This is not a correct statement of the problem. Our task is not to escape from the world
and its laws, but to correctly understand them — through the development and correction
of concepts that reflect ever more accurately the nature of a ceaselessly changing
objective reality.”

My point of course had nothing to do with an attempt “to escape from the world and its
laws”. I was alluding to the fact that without revolutionary theory, one remains
imprisoned within the forms of false consciousness engendered by bourgeois society
where the inexorable laws of the market work their way “behind the backs” of men. I was
making the same point made by Engels, that our task is to transform, through the
revolutionary inauguration of a new cooperative society, a law ‘in itself” into a law ‘for
us’. Engels expressed this thought in the following memorable terms:

“Man’s own social organization, hitherto confronting him as a necessity imposed by
nature and history, now becomes the result of his own free action. The extraneous and
objective forces that have hitherto governed history pass under the control of man
himself. Only from that time will man himself, more and more consciously, make his
own history — only from that time will the social causes set in movement by him have, in
the main and in a constantly growing measure, the results intended by him. It is the
ascent of man from the kingdom of necessity to the kingdom of freedom.” (Socialism
Utopian and Scientific, p. 72-73)

Plekhanov’s notion of a linear progression of history, far from being based in the works
of Marx, was squarely in opposition to Marx. It is well known that Plekhanov’s close
collaborator of many years, Vera Zasulitch, wrote a letter to Marx in 1881 asking him for
his opinion about the fate of the Russian peasant commune. This was a critical issue for
revolutionaries in Russia at the time as there was a fierce debate between the Narodniks
who believed that a transition to socialism might be possible based on the ancient
collectivist bonds of the peasant commune, and those who inspired by a superficial
acquaintance with Marxism, thought that Russia would necessarily have to go through a
stage of capitalist development before socialism would be possible. Plekhanov and
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Zasulitch, were at that time leaders of a breakaway group from the Narodniks and were
becoming interested in Marxism. Marx reply showed that his Marxism was not
constrained by linear schematic theories of inevitable developments. He wrote,

“In analyzing the genesis of capitalist production, I said:

“At the heart of the capitalist system is a complete separation of ... the producer from the
means of production... the expropriation of the agricultural producer is the basis of the
whole process. Only in England has it been accomplished in a radical manner... But all
the other countries of Western Europe are following the same course. (Capital, French
edition, p. 315).

“The ‘historical inevitability’ of this course is therefore expressly restricted to the
countries of Western Europe. The reason for this restriction is indicated in Ch. XXXII
‘Private property, founded upon personal labour ... is supplanted by capitalist private
property, which rests on exploitation of the labour of others, on wage labour.” (loc. Cit. p.
340)

“In the Western case, the one form of private property is transformed into another form of
private property. In the case of the Russian peasants, however, their communal property
would have to be transformed into private property.

“The analysis in Capital therefore provides no reasons either for or against the vitality of
the Russian commune. But the special study I have made of it, including a search for
original source material, has convinced me that the commune is the fulcrum for social
regeneration in Russia. But in order that it might function as such, the harmful influences
assailing it on all sides must first be eliminated, and it must then be assured the normal
conditions for spontaneous development.” (Cited in “Late Marx and the Russian Road”,
Theodore Shanin, editor, p. 124)

It is not necessary to comment upon the literature that has been written about this key
exchange. Suffice it to say that Marx showed in his reply to Zasulitch that his thinking
was not encumbered by any kind of schematic adherence to a stages theory of history.

Marx and Engels reiterated this view in the Preface to the Second Russian Edition of the
Communist Manifesto.

“The Communist Manifesto set out to announce the inevitably approaching dissolution of
modern bourgeois property. In Russia, however, we find that the fast-blossoming
capitalist swindle and newly-developing bourgeois landed property stand face to face
with peasant communal ownership of the greater part of the land. This poses the
question: Can the Russian obschchina, a form, albeit heavily eroded, of the primitive
communal ownership of the land, pass directly into the higher, communist form of
communal ownership? Or must it first go through the same process of dissolution which
marks the West’s historical development?
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“Today there is only one possible answer. If the Russian revolution becomes the signal
for proletarian revolution in the West, so that the two complement each other, then
Russia’s peasant communal land-ownership may serve as the point of departure for a
communist development.” (Cited in Late Marx and the Russian Road, p. 139)

Far from regarding the development of capitalism in Russia as inevitable, Marx hoped
that the pain of capitalist development could be bypassed were the revolution to strike
prior to the complete eradication of the peasant commune. In his clearest statement of
opposition to the fatalism of a stages conception of history, Marx wrote, in a letter to the
editorial board of a Narodnik periodical,

“I have come to the conclusion that if Russia continues along the path it has followed
since 1861, it will lose the finest chance ever offered by history to a people and undergo
all the fateful vicissitudes of the capitalist regime.” (Late Marx and the Russian Road,
135)

Marx’s rejection of a “stages” theory of history, as was Trotsky’s in his theory of
Permanent Revolution, provides dramatic evidence that there was nothing “inevitable” in
the embrace of such concepts on the part of the leadership of the Second International.
That latter notion seems to be your contention when you when quote Kautsky’s
statement,

“Thus it does not even occur to us to want to foment a revolution or to prepare the
conditions for one.”

Your comment on this statement is quite revealing. You say,

“When this passage was originally published, no Marxist would have found anything
amiss in this statement. It represented a “classic” Marxian conception of socialist
revolution as the outcome of the law-governed and irresistible development of socio-
economic contradictions in bourgeois society. But by 1909, this conception of revolution
was being overtaken by events.”

Your suggestion, when you write that “no Marxist would have found anything amiss in
this statement” is that this was the best that could be achieved by Marxist theorists at the
time. I think that Marx’s intervention into the discussion of the Russian peasant commune
clearly demonstrates the opposite. What you call the “classic” Marxian conception of
socialist revolution became in the hands of Kautsky a caricature of Marx’s materialist
conception of history. His rigid framework and evolutionary ideas were in stark contrast
to the dynamics of social-historical developments in which the role of parties and ideas
come into conflict with prevailing economic and political forms in a complex interaction.
Kautsky and Plekhanov saw the latter merely as conditioned by the more fundamental
economic forces but failed to grasp they were at the same time conditioning. All you can
say about Kautsky’s conception is that it was, like Plekhanov’s, “overtaken by events”.
You have nothing to say about the philosophical basis for Kautsky’s conception of the
class struggle, nor of Social Democracy as a whole. Were you to explore that dimension,
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then you would have to discuss the debt Kautsky owed to the Darwinian theory of
evolution and the gradualist, anti-dialectical and anti-revolutionary implications
conclusions that were drawn from this tradition.

It is well known that Marx and Engels were early admirers of Darwin. Less well known
is the fact that their initial enthusiasm later gave way to a more guarded and skeptical
attitude toward Darwinism when some of the implications of Darwin’s theories became
explicit with the rise of Social Darwinism. In the decade after the publication of Origin of
the Species, some of Darwin’s German followers, particularly the biologist Ernst
Haeckel, adapted Darwin’s theory of natural selection to serve as the ideological
underpinning for the then emerging Prussian imperialism. Theories rooted in biological
determinism were used by Haeckel and his followers to explain that the destiny of the
newly unified German state dominated by Prussia lay in colonizing the African continent.
These backward ideas had a big following among the liberal middle classes and
threatened to become entrenched in the Social Democratic movement. It is against this
background that Engels embarked, in works such as Dialectics of Nature, on a wide-
ranging critique of the vulgar materialist foundations of Social Darwinism. One example
of Engels involvement in this ideological battle should suffice:

“The whole Darwinian teaching of the struggle for existence is simply a transference
from society to living nature of Hobbes’s doctrine of bellum omnium contra omnes and
of the bourgeois-economic doctrine of competition together with Malthus’s theory of
population. When this conjurer’s trick has been performed... the same theories are
transferred back again from organic nature into history and it is now claimed that their
validity as eternal laws of human society has been proved. The puerility of this procedure
1s so obvious that not a word need be said about it.”” (Letter to P. Lavrov,n12-17
November 1875).

It is not accidental that in conducting his critique of the vulgar materialist Haeckel,
Engels turned to the Logic and Philosophy of Nature of Hegel. For it was in these works
that Engels found the conceptual apparatus to combat the anti-dialectical and crude
empiricism put forward by Haeckel as well as the earlier schools of vulgar materialism
identified with Vogt, Buchner and Molleschot. Thus, when Lenin turned to Hegel to
combat the vulgar materialists of his day, he was following a path that had already been
trod in a previous generation by Engels.

One can provide many examples throughout Dialectics of Nature wherein Engels
subjected the gradualist interpretation of Darwinian evolution to a sharp critique. Yet it
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was precisely these views that took hold and eventually dominated the German Social
Democratic Party. Doubtless you are also aware of the battle Marx and Engels had to
wage to get the editors of the German Social Democracy to publish Engels polemic
against the anti-dialectician Duhring. Nor is it necessary to remind you of the ongoing
battle Marx waged with the leaders of the German Party over fundamental theoretical and
programmatic issues in such pieces as his Critique of the Gotha Programme. I cannot
explore this rich history in this limited context, but it should be evident that there is little
substance to the contention that the level of theoretical development represented by
Kautsky or Plekhanov was the best that could be expected in its time. Marx and Engel’s
conflict with those conceptions demonstrate otherwise.

Returning to our consideration of the implications of non-dialectical thinking, we have at
our disposal an example from the theoretically pregnant polemical writings of Lenin that
bears out dramatically the difference between adherence to a theory of inevitable stages
of history and a dialectical conception of the interplay between economics, politics,
ideology and the role of consciousness as classes come into conflict.

In his critique of the Junius Pamphlet, written by Rosa Luxemburg under a pseudonym,
Lenin demonstrated the practical utility of his study of Hegel’s Logic. He writes,

“Of course, the fundamental proposition of Marxian dialectics is that all boundaries in
nature and society are conventional and mobile, that there is not a single phenomenon
which cannot under certain conditions be transformed into its opposite. A national war
can be transformed into an imperialist war, and vice versa. For example, the wars of the
Great French Revolution started as national wars and were such. They were revolutionary
wars because they were waged in defence of the Great Revolution against a coalition of
counter-revolutionary monarchies. But after Napoleon had created the French Empire by
subjugating a number of large, virile, long established national states of Europe, the
French national wars became imperialist wars, which in their turn engendered wars for
national liberation against Napoleon’s imperialism...

It is highly improbable that this imperialist war of 1914-1916 will be transformed into a
national war, because the class that represents progress is the proletariat, which,
objectively, is striving to transform this war into civil war against the bourgeoisie; and
also because the strength of both coalitions is almost equally balanced, while
international finance capital has everywhere created a reactionary bourgeoisie.
Nevertheless, it cannot be said that such a transformation is impossible: If the European
proletariat were to remain impotent for another twenty years; if the present war were to
end in victories similar to those achieved by Napoleon, in the subjugation of a number of
virile national states; if imperialism outside of Europe ( primarily American and
Japanese) were to remain in power for another twenty years without a transition to
socialism, say, as a result of a Japanese-American war, then a great national war in
Europe would be possible. This means that Europe would be thrown back for several
decades. This is improbable. But it is not impossible, for to picture world history as
advancing smoothly and steadily without sometimes taking gigantic strides backward is
undialectical, unscientific and theoretically wrong.” (CW Volume 19, p. 204-204)

28



The Dialectical Path of Cognition and Revolutionizing Practice

It should be kept in mind that Lenin’s critical comments were directed toward a member
of the Internationalist wing of the German Social Democracy, one for whose overall
views he was sympathetic. All the more important is his admonishment against the
theoretical confusion evinced in some of the formulations of Junius. His comments about
the possibility of “Europe thrown backward for several decades” can be taken as a direct
challenge to the theoretical complacency of Plekhanov and Kautsky. In relating these
comments to dialectics, Lenin is making the same point that he does in the Philosophical
Notebooks when he castigates Plekhanov for ignoring the essence of dialectics. Finally,
Lenin sums up his argument on the issue of national wars by relating the discussion to the
need for theoretical clarification of the new international.

“It would be a very deplorable thing, of course, if the “Lefts” began to be careless in their
treatment of Marxian theory, considering that the Third International can be established
only on the basis of Marxism, unvulgarised Marxism.” (CW Volume 19, p. 206)

Lenin would again raise the same issue several years later, in a speech to the Communist
International:

“...revolutionaries sometimes try to prove that the crisis is absolutely insoluble. This is a
mistake. The bourgeoisie ... are committing folly after folly, thus aggravating the
situation... but nobody can “prove” that it is absolutely impossible for them to pacify a
minority of the exploited with some petty concessions and suppress some movement of
uprising of some section of the oppressed and exploited. To try to “prove” in advance that
there is “absolutely” no way out of the situation would be sheer pedantry or playing with
concepts and catchwords. Practice alone can serve as real “proof” in this and similar
questions.” (The Communist International in Lenin’s Time, Proceeding and Documents
of the Second Congress, Vol I Pathfinder Press, p.118-119)

We find Trotsky echoing this line of thought, when addressing the Third Congress of the
Communist International, he summed up the elements of the dialectic of the objective and
subjective that are requisite for a revolutionary strategy:

“It has more than once happened in history that a given society, a given nation, or people,
or a tribe, or several tribes and nations, living under similar historical conditions, have
run up against the impossibility of developing any further on a given economic
foundation — slavery or feudalism — but inasmuch as no new class existed among them
capable of leading them out to the main highway, the simply fell apart. The given
civilization, the given state, the given society, disintegrated. Mankind has thus not always
moved upwards from below in a steady rising curve. No, there have been prolonged
periods of stagnation and there have been regression into barbarism...a society that is
unable to move forward, falls back, and if no class exists to lift it higher, this society
begins to fall apart, opening the road to barbarism.” (The First Five Years of the
Communist International , Volume 2, New Park Publications, p. 3)

Later in the same remarks, Trotsky explicitly discusses the importance of dialectics for
understanding this confluence between the objective and subjective:
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“From a superficial standpoint there appears to be some sort of contradiction here: We
have brought the bourgeoisie for judgment before the court of Marxism, i.e., the court of
scientific knowledge of the historical process, and found it obsolete, and yet at the same
time the bourgeoisie discloses a colossal vitality. In reality there is no contradiction here
at all. This is what Marxism calls the dialectic. The gist of the matter lies in this, that the
different aspects of the historical process — economics, politics, the state, the growth of
the working class — do not develop simultaneously along parallel lines.” (p. 5)

In concluding his point, Trotsky hits at the decisive role of consciousness in the drama of
history in the following memorable flourish:

“History has provided the basic premise for the success of the revolution — in the sense
that society cannot any longer be develop its productive forces on bourgeois foundations.
But history does not at all assume upon itself — in place of the working class, in place of
the politicians of the working class, in place of the Communists, the solution of this entire
task. No, History seems to say to the proletarian vanguard (let us imagine for a moment
that history is a figure looming above us), History says to the working class, ‘Y ou must
know that unless you cast down the bourgeoisie, you will perish beneath the ruins of
civilization. Try, solve this task!” Such is the state of affairs today.” (p. 6)

One can hardly imagine a sharper juxtaposition to the anti dialectical notions that
pervaded the Second International. Contrast Trotsky’s view of the dynamics of the
objective with the subjective in the historical process with the thoroughly mechanical and
fatalistic notion put forward by Kautsky in his popular treatise, The Class Struggle:

“The capitalist social system has run its course; its dissolution is now only a question of
time. Irresistible economic forces lead with the certainty of doom to the shipwreck of
capitalist production. The substitution of a new social order for the existing one is no
longer simply desirable, it has become inevitable.” (The Class Struggle, Kerr Publishers,
p- 117)

To be sure, Plekhanov as a theorist stood head and shoulders above Kautsky. Yet as we
have seen, Plekhanov was likewise committed to the same fatalistic view of “history” as
a force that solves all problems irrespective of the conscious acts of individuals or even
of classes. Another example from Plekhanov’s writings illustrating the same complacent
attitude toward history should suffice:

“Some members of society defend the old order: these are the people of stagnation.
Others — to whom the old order is not advantageous — stand for progress; their
psychology changes in the direction of those relations of production which in time will
replace the old economic relations, now growing out of date.” (In Defense of
Materialism, p. 192)
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In highlighting this side of Plekhanov we do not by any means wish to deny Plekhanov’s
achievements. One could easily make the case that without Plekhanov, the Marxist
movement in Russia would never have achieved the high theoretical level that produced
such great revolutionaries as Lenin and Trotsky. Plekhanov’s sharp critique of Narodism
was above all responsible for establishing Marxism as the dominant revolutionary
tendency within Russia by the 1890’s. To give him his due, Plekhanov, unlike Kautsky
and the rest of the Second International theorists (with the exception of Franz Mehring),
had a genuine appreciation for Hegel and the philosophical traditions of German idealism
that were so instrumental in the genesis of Marx’s views. This doubtless reflected the
different conditions prevalent in Russia compared to that of Germany and the rest of
Western Europe in the second half of the 19" century. Hegel had embodied the great
traditions and aspirations of the revolutionary bourgeoisie. His work grew out of the
intellectual ferment resulting from the French Revolution. In a memorable passage in the
Phenomenology of Spirit, Hegel notes that following the French Revolution, “the World
Spirit crossed the Rhine”. In Germany, in contrast to France, what could not be
accomplished politically, because of the backwardness of Germany, which was then split
into numerous semi-feudal princely states, would have a purely theoretical afterlife.

After the post-Napoleonic reaction and the beginnings of the consolidation of the German
nation under the domination of the Prussian bourgeoisie, revolutionary doctrines, even
the most speculative, fell out of favor. Whereas by the 1840s, the German bourgeoisie
had no further use for Hegel or the dialectic, for whom as Marx said it was ‘a scandal and
an abomination’, the same was not the case among the enlightened liberal and radical
intelligentsia in Russia. There, the struggle against autocracy, the principles that animated
the French Revolution, still had resonance in the latter half of the 19" century. Were
Hegel still living, he would have said that after the suppression of the uprisings of 1848
and the defeat of the Paris Commune in 1871, “the World Spirit crossed the Volga”,
where it would realize its incarnation in the form of the Russian Revolution.

The great intellectuals and revolutionaries who preceded Plekhanov - Belinksy, Herzen
and Chernychevsky - all were profoundly influenced by Hegel. It was Herzen who coined
the description of dialectics as “the algebra of revolution.” Plekhanov’s appreciation for
Hegel came out of this tradition and marks a sharp contrast with the pro forma attitude
toward Hegel exhibited by Kautsky. There is nothing else in the annals of the Second
International that comes close to the meticulously detailed review of Hegel’s views that
Plekhanov presented in his essay, On the 60™ Anniversay of Hegel’s Death. One can
argue that it was due to his having taken Hegel seriously that Plekhanov was able to
strike out against Bernstein’s attack on Marx. The leading edge of Bernstein’s attack on
the philosophical front, it should be recalled, was the repudiation of dialectics.

Nevertheless, despite his genuine appreciation of Hegel, Plekhanov’s grasp of dialectics
was one-sided and fatally flawed. This was Plekhanov’s weakness — not the biographical
fact that he was born in a time when reaction prevailed forcing him to spend his entire
career as a Marxist in exile. It was to point to this weakness in Plekhanov’s philosophy
that Lenin, in his reflections on the role of dialectics and its relation to revolutionary
practice, thought it significant to note that whereas Plekhanov had much to say about
Hegel and the history of philosophy, there was,
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“...about the large Logic [Hegel’s Science of Logic] , in connection with it, its thought
(i.e., dialectics proper, as a philosophical science) nil!!”

And in diagnosing the failure of Plekhanov, Lenin was rethinking entirely the version of
Marxism that passed for orthodoxy within the Second International. The work that went
into the study of Hegel in 1914 was the crucial theoretical preparation for the building of
the new international.
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The Relationship Between Materialism and Empirio-
Criticism and the Hegel Notebooks

An important key to grasping your own philosophical position is your failure to provide a
coherent account of the relationship between Lenin’s early foray into philosophy, his
1908 work Materialism and Empirio-Criticism, and the Philosophical Notebooks of
1914-1915. (The Stalinist editors of Lenin’s collected works have tried to blunt the
significance of Lenin’s turn to Hegel in 1914 by combining in Volume 38 the Hegel
Notebooks proper with other notes written at an earlier period reflecting a different stage
in Lenin’s philosophical development. My own references to the Philosophical
Notebooks are strictly limited to the material from the 1914-1915 period.)

In trying to make sense of the relationship between the two works, you write the
following:

“One of the platitudes of Lenin “scholarship,” shared by both partisans and opponents of
the Bolshevik leader, is that the Philosophical Notebooks represents a fundamental
transformation of Lenin’s understanding of Marxism, a repudiation of the “vulgar”
materialism of Materialism and Empirio-Criticism.”

After quoting one of these opponents of Lenin, you conclude,

“Such assessments are based on a rather superficial reading of Materialism and Empirio-
Criticism. Far from representing an entirely new point of departure in his theoretical
work, Lenin’s Philosophical Notebooks represented a continuation, summing up and
deepening of philosophical and methodological issues that had preoccupied him since the
earliest stages of his political activities.”

The first thing to be said here is that an assertion is not a demonstration. Your case is that
the Philosophical Notebooks do not “represent a fundamental transformation of Lenin’s
understanding of Marxism.” You make the assertion, but where is the demonstration?
Indeed you do not even attempt to demonstrate the validity of your statement. There is no
historical-philosophical examination of the text of Materialism and Empirio-Criticism
compared with the text of the Philosophical Notebooks.

The only argument you present to press your case is that opponents of Lenin support the
thesis of a break in continuity between the two works. That statement is true, but what
does it tell us about the substance of the controversy? Rather than enlightening us on the
substantive issues it suggests a false amalgam that merely confuses. It should be evident
that the question of whether or not the Philosophical Notebooks represent a break from
Materialism and Empirio-Criticism can be determined independently of the partisan
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nature or motives of the participants in the debate. And while it is easy to understand why
opponents of Lenin would like to stress the lack of continuity between the two works,
thereby demonstrating Lenin’s “voluntarism” and inconsistency, it should also be evident
that supporters of Lenin may have an entirely different motivation for taking one side or
the other in this dispute.

In your attempt to elucidate the nature of the relationship between the two works, you say
the following:

“Far from representing an entirely new point of departure in his theoretical work, Lenin’s
Philosophical Notebooks represented a continuation, summing up and deepening of
philosophical and methodological issues that had preoccupied him since the earliest
stages of his political activities.”

It is clear that you deny a break in continuity between the two works, but you also seem
to indicate that there is some sort of advance, ““ a summing up and deepening”,
represented by the Philosophical Notebooks. You do not elucidate however, in what
manner this “deepening” occurs. Your formulation, without any specific examples citing
the texts of the two works, is altogether too vague to be of any service. We are left bereft
of any idea of how the Philosophical Notebooks represented an advance over the earlier
work.

My own view is that the Philosophical Notebooks represent both a continuity and a break
with the earlier Materialism and Empirio-Criticism. This is in general the nature of a
dialectical supercession, an Aufhebung to use Hegel’s term, in which that which is new
represents at once both an annulling and a preservation of that from which it has
emerged. What is preserved in this case is the defense of materialism.

The background to the 1908 work, Materialism and Empirio-Criticism, was the dawn of
the revolution in physics that is still underway. The discovery of electro-magnetism, the
first formulation of the special theory of relativity and other events that rocked the
foundations of the mechanical world outlook inaugurated by Newton elicited a
philosophical reaction that questioned the existence of an objective world. Philosophical
trends such as vitalism, neo-Kantianism, intuitionism came together with a form of
radical empiricism giving rise to the Empirio-Critics. Lenin saw the need to battle this
philosophical trend. He interpreted the new developments in science not as evidence that
“matter disappears” but that the old mechanical outlook of conceiving the objective world
had to be reformulated with the richness of a dialectical outlook informed by the newest
developments in physics.

At the same time, Lenin still maintained in 1908 a mechanical theory of cognition. This
is evident in such statements as the following:

“...it1is ... beyond question that mechanics was a copy theory of real motions of
moderate velocity, while the new physics is a copy of real motions of enormous velocity.
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The recognition of theory as a copy, as an approximate copy of objective reality, is
materialism.” (Lenin, C.W. Volume 14, p. 317)

“Our sensation, our consciousness is only an image of the external world, and it is
obvious that an image cannot exist independently of that which images it. Materialism
deliberately makes the “naive” belief of mankind the foundation of its theory of
knowledge.” (Lenin, C.W. Volume 14, p. 69)

Lenin’s description of a theory of cognition in 1908 did not go beyond formulations that
saw ideas as mere copies or images of reality. There is no notion of a dialectical path of
cognition, or of a transformation of the subjective into the objective. Indeed, given the
overall theoretical level of the Second International at this time, it is hard to see how
Lenin could have gone beyond such formulations. At the same time, it is undoubtedly
true that Lenin began to differentiate himself from the mechanistic conceptions prevailing
in the Second International. For example, in one of his first published works, he writes
the following,

“The objectivist speaks of the necessity of a given historical process; the materialist gives
an exact picture of the given socio-economic formation and the antagonistic relations to
which it gives rise. When demonstrating the necessity for a given series of facts, the
objectivist always runs the risk of becoming an apologist for these facts; the materialist
discloses the class contradictions and in so doing defines his standpoint. The objectivist
speaks of “insurmountable historical tendencies”; the materialist speaks of the class
which “directs” the given economic system, giving rise to such and such form of
counteraction by other classes... He does not limit himself to speaking of the necessity of
a process, but ascertains exactly what class determines that necessity.” (Collected Works,
Vol I, p. 400-401).

This very early works shows the premium that Lenin attached to the active role of human
agency in determining the outcome of history in a spirit that is foreign to that of
Plekhanov. It was Lenin’s insistence on the active role of a conscious party guided by
theory that eventually lead to Plekhanov’s split from Lenin in 1903, even before they had
developed differences over the nature of the Russian Revolution. Thus, I think it can be
said that Lenin’s revolutionary instinct carried him beyond the fatalism of Plekhanov and
Kautsky, though he was still in 1908 limited by the theoretical conceptions that he
inherited from them.

This had changed considerably by the time Lenin worked through Hegel’s Science of
Logic. In the latter notes, Lenin still sometimes uses the term “reflection” to denote the
relationship between ideas and reality, but this is no longer a passive reflection that
merely accepts images from an external world. Rather he is emphasizing the active role
of consciousness in deriving concepts and separating appearance from essence. For
instance,
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“The reflection of nature in man’s thought must be understood not “lifelessly”, not
“abstractly”, not devoid of movement, not without contradictions, but in the eternal
process of movement, the arising of contradictions and their solution.” (Lenin, C.W.
Volume 38, p. 195)

Or take the following oft-repeated statement:

“Thought proceeding from the concrete to the abstract ... does not get away from the
truth but comes closer to it. The abstraction of matter, of a law of nature, the abstraction
of value, etc., in short all scientific abstractions reflect nature more deeply, truly and
completely. From living perception to abstract thought, and from this to practice, - such is
the dialectical path of the cognition of truth, of the cognition of objective reality.” (Lenin,
C.W. Volume 38, p. 171)

Or as a final example we have following statement that summarizes Lenin’s new view of
the transformation of the subjective into the objective:

“The thought of the ideal passing into the real is profound: very important for history. But
also in the personal life of a man it is clear that this contains much truth. Against vulgar
materialism. NB. The difference between the ideal from the material is also not
unconditional, not uberschwenglich [inordinate].” (Lenin, C.W. Volume 38, p. 114)

There is nothing like this in his earlier philosophical work. There he emphasized the
dichotomy between the ideal and the real. Here he is emphasizing both their dichotomy
and their unity. The relationship of the ideal to the real is a unity in difference.

Note also the statement, “against vulgar materialism”. This brings us to another issue in
which the Hegel Notebooks represent a significant advance over the 1908 work. In the
former work, the issue was the defense of materialism against the challenge of skepticism
and philosophical agnosticism. Both these ideological trends had gained a foothold in
Russian Marxist circles and threatened to tear the movement apart.

By 1914 however, Lenin recognized a new and even more malignant philosophical trend,
one that had derailed the leaders of the Second International. This was vulgar
materialism. The dangers arising from this camp were not broached in Materialism and
Empirio-Criticism. But in the Philosophical Notebooks, Lenin is so sensitive to the
wrecking operation carried out by the vulgar materialists of the Second International that
he can write the following:

“...intelligent idealism is closer to intelligent materialism than stupid materialism”
(Lenin. C.W. Volume 38, p. 276)

In making this point, Lenin is recapitulating an insight contained in Marx’s first Thesis
on Feuerbach, where he says,
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“The chief defect of all hitherto existing materialism (that of Feuerbach included) is that
things, reality, sensuousness, are conceived only in the form of the object, or of
contemplation, but not as human sensuous activity, practice, not subjectively. Hence in
contradistinction to materialism, the active side was set forth by idealism — but only
abstractly, since of course, idealism does not know real sensuous activity as such.”

I note that you quote the same passage from Marx, but in your desire to make a polemical
point you eliminate the sentence that refers to how “the active side was set forth by
idealism”. This is not accidental, but reflects your own failure to assimilate the
importance of Lenin’s critique of Plekhanov, which you elsewhere dismiss as
“exaggerated”. That is perhaps why in attempting to make sense of Lenin’s criticism of
vulgar materialism in Volume 38, you are unable to articulate anything about “the active
side”. Thus you say,

“To the extent that mechanical materialism does not explain the real objective origins of
consciousness, it is unable to correctly explain the role of the conscious factor in history.”
Your conception of accounting for the conscious factor in history is that we get a correct
account of “the real objective origins” of consciousness. But how is this anything more
than a treatment of consciousness as an object of contemplation — in other words to
repeat Marx, not subjectively! What Marx has in mind is that for the old materialism,
consciousness can only be conceived as a derivative product of other, objective
conditions. Granted it is that. But if that is all we have to say about consciousness, then
we get ourselves into the hopeless riddle articulated in Marx’s third Thesis,

“The materialist doctrine concerning the changing of circumstances and upbringing
forgets that circumstances are changed by men and that the educator must himself be
educated.”

The materialist doctrine derived from the Enlightenment that is the object of Marx’s
critique was a form of mechanical materialism. It ultimately stumbled because it could
not provide an answer to the riddle of how the educator could be educated — in other
words how does consciousness develop out of a social practice that includes itself. The
mechanical separation of ‘circumstances’ from ‘consciousness’ which saw the latter as a
passive reflection of the former could never explain how the ‘circumstances’ could
change.

Idealism on the other hand develops the active side of consciousness, i.e. it conceives of
man as not simply the product of objective conditions that determine his fate, but as the
author of his own history, this being the essence of freedom. But Marx notes that whereas
idealism grasped this active side, it developed it abstractly, outside of mankind’s real
objective history. The problem is how to put these two sides together, each of which
contains a partial truth. For Hegel who likewise conceived of this problem, but in his own
fashion also abstractly, the solution was in the positing of the Absolute Idea that unites
the Theoretical Idea and the Practical Idea.
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For Marx, the solution lies in what he called ‘practical-critical activity’. But what kind of
activity is this ‘practical-critical activity’? This is a question you do not ask. I believe it is
the answer to this question that Lenin is searching when he notes that the difference
between the ideal and the real is relative. In other words, what the mechanical materialists
got wrong, as well as the abstract idealists, is that the barrier between objective
conditions and consciousness is constantly being breached — the one transformed into the
other.( This doesn’t mean that the objective does not remain predominant. Therefore this
is still a form of materialism, but of an entirely different sort than that conceived by the
18™ century materialists.) That is what is meant when we say that the objective and the
subjective are a unity in difference. Rather than exploring this dimension of what Marx
meant by “practical-critical activity”, you conflate this notion of Marx with the common
notion of “practice”, saying later on that for Lenin,

“Of immense importance was the reintroduction of the concept of practice as an essential
category of cognition, in the sense that the development of knowledge is not simply a
theoretical question but a practical one.”

Your statement that the development of knowledge is “not simply a theoretical question
but a practical one” begs the question. What kind of practice are we talking about? How
is this practice to be conceived in such a way that it is what Marx called “objective”? I
don’t think it is necessary for me to add that Marx’s first Thesis is often quoted by people
who think that Marx is making the trivial point that thinking by itself is insufficient, one
must be active and actually do something. This also elides the issue of whether we can
dismiss a distinct “theoretical practice” that accompanies and gives sustenance to
practical activity. Without a dialectical grasp of the objective and subjective as a unity in
difference, the final statement from Marx’s 3™ Thesis makes no sense:

“The coincidence of the changing of circumstances and of human activity can be
conceived and rationally understood only as revolutionary practice.”

Before leaving the topic of the relationship between Lenin’s Hegel Notebooks and his
earlier Materialism and Empirio-Criticism, [ would like to refer to two precedents to the
position you have adopted, namely that the Hegel Notebooks represent nothing new in
the thinking of Lenin. The first of these precedents can be found in the otherwise
excellent review of the Philosophical Notebooks published by Cliff Slaughter in the
article Lenin on Dialectics. ( I will shortly discuss sections of this document that I think
have a lasting value, but here I wish to comment on the flawed account Slaughter
presents of the relationship between Materialism and Empirio-Criticism and the Hegel
Notebooks.)

Slaughter, in replying to arguments made by commentators who saw an epistemological
break between the theory enunciated in 1908 and that found in the Hegel Notebooks,

writes,

“It is important to see that this case is sustained on a very narrow basis: instead of an
examination of the actual work of Lenin, including Materialism and Empirio-Criticism,
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we are usually presented with truncated extracts from the latter work, which distort its
meaning, or with a series of short quotations from the Notebooks which are supposed to
show that Lenin renounced his philosophical past.”

But Slaughter then proceeds to provide not “truncated” extracts from Materialism and
Empirio-Criticism, but no extracts at all! To be sure there are some quotations from
Friends of the People and other earlier works showing that Lenin was aware of dialectics,
but nothing about his remarks on the theory of knowledge in Materialism and Empirio-
Criticism.

When he tries to summarize how he views the relationship between the pre-1914 Lenin
and the post 1914 Lenin, Slaughter lapses into vague formulations about a “dialectical
development” and a “deepening” without providing any specifics. If there is a case to be
made in support of his thesis, Slaughter does not make it in this essay from 1962.

The other precedent to your approach can be found in the work by the late Soviet
philosopher, E. V. Ilyenkov, Leninist Dialectics and the Metaphysics of Positivism.
Ilyenkov’s argument is that the dialectical theory of cognition announced in the Hegel
Notebooks is already implicit in the 1908 work Materialism and Empirio-Criticism. His
argument is not based on a close examination of the actual text of either work. Rather, it
is one long variation on the theme of Lenin’s insistence, in Materialism and Empirio-
Criticism, that the difference between the absolute and the relative is itself relative.
Ilyenkov deems this to be sufficient proof that Lenin was already a finished dialectician
in 1908. He writes,

“The conception of dialectics as the logic and theory of knowledge of modern
materialism, which permeates the entire text of Materialism and Empirio-Criticism, was
formulated a bit later — in the Philosophical Notebooks. But implicitly it is the essence of
Lenin’s position in 1908 as well...in the chapter about the recent revolution in natural
science...he investigates in particular, the dialectic contained in the concept of objective
truth, the dialectical relationship between the relative and the absolute (the unconditional,
which is established definitively and for all time) which constitutes objective
knowledge.” (New Park Publications, p. 144)

Ilyenkov’s argument is not very convincing because it is based neither on a close
comparison of the two texts, nor on the historical circumstances surrounding the
composition of these works. Ilyenkov manages, in a discussion of Volume 38, to never
even mention “vulgar materialism”. Nor does he mention the circumstances under which
Lenin wrote this work. Not a word about World War I and the betrayal of the leadership
of the Second International. This cursory treatment of the historical context is in sharp
contrast to his consideration of Materialism and Empirio-Criticism, where he devotes a
great deal of space to the background of Mach, Bogdanov and the debates inspired by the
new physics and their impact on politics.
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I believe that your treatment of the relationship between Materialism and Empirio-
Criticism and the Hegel Notebooks shares the weaknesses of Slaughter and Ilyenkov’s
earlier foray in this area. You echo their denials of a break in continuity between the two
works but come up short when called upon to provide evidence validating your
contention.

In the Hegel Notebooks, Lenin discusses vulgar materialism in relation to the mechanical
conceptions of history and the non-dialectical view of the relationship between
consciousness and objective reality that dominated the Second International. He does not
after 1908 revisit the philosophical trends arising out of the scientific revolution. This is
a pity for if he did, it would have been clear that vulgar materialism comes to play a more
prominent role than the skepticism and agnosticism that Lenin noted in 1908. It is a
legacy from which we still suffer. An investigation of cultural and philosophical trends in
the latter half of the last century would have to come to terms with the fact that vulgar
materialism in its various incarnations has become the most invidious form of bourgeois
ideology that we face today. This does not mean that subjective idealism and
agnosticism have quit the scene. The role of postmodernism and popular notions of
cultural relativism still command a large following, particularly in academic circles. At
the same time however, we are witness to the fact that theories rooted in biological
determinism have gained a new respectability among scientists and academics. The
reactionary implications of such theories are well known and have been with us at least
since the heyday of biological determinism when Broca measured skulls to prove that
white people have bigger brains and therefore are more civilized and intelligent. Today a
new generation of Darwinian fundamentalists proclaim the existence of “selfish genes”
and the innate inheritance of intelligence. In the contemporary field of what is called
“philosophy of mind”, our modern vulgar materialists are busy reducing the workings of
consciousness to the behavior of neurons. If at the dawn of the 20™ century, those who
were disoriented by the new developments in science proclaimed that “matter
disappears”, it is just as true to say that their modern descendants, at the dawn of the 21*
century, are now proclaiming that “consciousness disappears”. Lenin dealt with the first
of these trends in 1908. He recognized and began the battle against the second of these
trends in 1914. That is how I see the relationship between the Philosophical Notebooks
and Materialism and Empirio-Criticism.
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History, Epistemology and Lenin’s Criticism of Engels

In the course of your June 20" letter, you single out what you consider to be an
impermissible criticism of Engels. You do this by objecting to my citation of Lenin’s
criticism of Engels. You write,

“What, I wondered, led you on a search for such a quotation? Throughout the 20" century
Engels had been a favorite target of philosophical idealists who hold him responsible for
“vulgarizing” the views of Karl Marx with an excess of materialism. Lenin, whose
admiration for Engels knew no bounds, was very familiar with this tendency.”

The answer to your first question is that I cite this criticism because it is part of the
historical record. It needs no other justification. Even if you disagree with my
interpretation of this quote, why is it illegitimate to cite it? Should not students of
Marxism and Lenin be aware of it?

Perhaps instead of asking why I pointed to this passage by Lenin, you should ask why
Lenin felt impelled to write it in the first place. The answer I believe is apparent if we
recall Lenin’s motivation in turning to a study of dialectics in the first place. That is, he is
questioning the philosophical foundations upon which the old International had been
built. A consideration of Engels then naturally comes to mind, for it was Engels above
all, who was the most influential teacher of the Marxist method in the early days of the
Second International. Let us recall that Engel’s Anti-Duhring, a popular summary of
Marxism in the form of a polemic against a philosophical opponent, was the most widely
read tract by far among socialist workers. Many times more workers were familiar with
Anti-Duhring than Marx’s Capital.

You attempt to delegitimize any discussion Lenin’s criticism of Engels by casting it in
the light of an amalgam with “philosophical idealists who hold him [Engels] responsible
for “vulgarizing” the views of Karl Marx...” Rather than constructing false amalgams, it
would be more productive to pay some attention to the content of what Lenin is saying.
Let us repeat the offending passage:

“The correctness of this aspect of the content of dialectics must be tested by the history of
science. This aspect of dialectics (e.g., in Plekhanov) usually receives inadequate
attention: the identity of opposites is taken as the sum-total of examples [‘for example, a
seed,” ‘for example, primitive communism.” The same is true of Engels. But it is ‘in the
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interests of popularization...’] and not as a law of cognition (and as a law of the objective
world).” [Volume 38, p. 359]

In your eagerness to prove that it is inconceivable that Lenin ever criticized Engels, you
write that,

“It 1s clear that this passage does not constitute a criticism of Engels. Lenin states that the
use of “examples” by Engels to elucidate such dialectical laws as “the identity of
opposites” is “in the interest of popularization,” which Lenin considered entirely
legitimate.”

When Lenin writes “it is in the interest of popularization” he is undoubtedly qualifying
his reference to Engels. I would interpret him to be saying that in his presentation of
dialectics, Engels limited himself to examples, which had a certain value for pedagogical
purposes. At the same time Lenin is saying that the use of such examples had the
unfortunate effect of creating a false impression that dialectics is a science that can be
mastered by reference to some examples, thus transforming it into a lifeless scholastic
endeavour. Lenin’s criticism is therefore guarded and qualified, but I don’t think that
your absolute dismissal of any critical element toward Engels in Lenin’s statement is in
any way justified by an examination of the text. Lenin is not blaming Engels for those
who reading him later misinterpreted him but he is presenting a warning about the
method of presentation that Engels adopted. He is saying that teaching dialectics solely
by reference to examples is insufficient and likely to result in the vulgarization of the
dialectic. Your statement therefore that Lenin considered Engels use of examples
“entirely legitimate” is not supported by a reading of the text. The issue is not the use of
the examples, but the substitution of examples for an in depth examination of the
philosophical basis for dialectics. When an exposition is for popular consumption, as
Engels writings were, then the adoption of this method is excusable, but its dangers
should be recognized.

Note that Lenin’s criticism of Plekhanov in the same paragraph comes without this
qualification. Plekhanov is actually the chief target of Lenin’s criticism here. It goes
without saying that Lenin considered Engels a master dialectician and his criticism of
him is restricted to his pedagogical method.

On the other hand, the use of examples as a substitute for philosophical inquiry is at the
heart of your remarks about my supposed lack of attention to history. Your position
essentially is that any discussion of philosophy as such is illegitimate unless it is
subsumed under a discussion of historical examples. How else to interpret the following
remark from your letter?

“In Lenin’s reading of Hegel’s Logic, it is the historically-evolving character of thought-

forms and human knowledge that constitutes among the most critical of epistemological
issues. When he stated (with a certain degree of exaggeration) that Plekhanov and others
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had “paid no attention” to this essential aspect of dialectics, Lenin had in mind the
manner in which they had transformed Marxian concepts into unchanging formulae that
were to be imposed upon objective reality.”

Again, I must reiterate that “this aspect of dialectics” to which Lenin refers is “the
splitting of a single whole and the cognition [my emphasis] of its contradictory parts.”
There is no reference here to “the historically—evolving character of thought-forms™ as
you put it. I need not repeat that there is no “degree of exaggeration” in Lenin’s remarks.

On the face of it, your contention makes little sense. If according to Lenin, “this aspect
of the dialectic” to which Plekhanov paid no attention was the “historically evolving
character of thought”, then how can we explain Plekhanov’s many essays, such as for
instance his Unaddressed Letters, in which the “historically-evolving character of
thought” is the main topic? Understanding the “historically-evolved character of
thought” was if anything Plekhanov’s strength, not his weakness. Plekhanov’s weakness
lies elsewhere, in his inability to formulate a dialectical theory of cognition.

Elsewhere you try to avoid the difficulty of your interpretation of Lenin by equating a
dialectical theory of cognition with history.

“ It was precisely because the materialism of the 18" century had not uncovered the
underlying laws of historical development that it could not explain the evolution of
knowledge. How is it possible to provide a materialist account of the development of
knowledge” without history?”

The trick behind your conflation of epistemology and history is the fact that the
development of knowledge is a temporal event, therefore it has a “history” in the sense
that one can arrange different moments of the process of cognition in chronological order.
While this is true, it is a trivial truth that tells us little about what these moments of
cognition are and how they are transformed. Furthermore, temporality is not the same as
history. By the latter we are commonly referring to the social process whereby the fates
of nations and peoples are transformed through the contradictory movement of
productive forces and social relations.

Dialectics encompasses the forms of motion of nature, society and thought. The forms of
the dialectic are furthermore different in each of these realms of being. By collapsing the
investigation of the dialectic of thought (theory of knowledge as such) into history, you
have in effect erased it as a legitimate part of the dialectical world outlook. Furthermore,
it should be obvious that one can do a kind of history, even a materialist explanation of
history, that is not dialectical. Aristotle in his Politics for instance presents what is
essentially a materialist interpretation of history and even traces the evolution and
collapse of different states to the underlying struggle of classes. We also have the
example of the French materialist historians such as Guizot, whom Marx rightfully
credited with depicting the underlying motives of history in terms of the struggle of
different classes. Your statement therefore that, “The philosophical limitation of
mechanical materialism was, indeed, rooted in its ahistorical character”, leaves out any
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account of why their account was ahistorical. This is rooted in the old materialists
embrace of non-dialectical forms of thinking. Plekhanov explained this nicely in the
following passage:

“But if human nature is something constant, then it is patently absurd to wish to explain,
with its help, mankind’s historical fortunes, which are changeable in their essence; if
human nature is given to change, then one should ask oneself the following question:
why does that change take place?” (Essays on the History of Materialism, CW Volume II,
p. 142)

Inasmuch as historians such as Guizot ultimately fell back on arguments about an
unchanging human nature, their attempts to provide a coherent explanation of history
stumbled into unresolved riddles. What was wrong with mechanical materialism was
precisely that it was mechanical. It’s inability to account for history was embedded in its
holding the opposites of the objective and subjective apart.

In the next section I will explore the practical implications of this philosophical outlook.
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Adventures of the Dialectic: 1962-2004

The theoretical questions we have been discussing have a profound practical implication.
It is not simply a matter of interest to academics whether or not Lenin insisted on a
dialectical theory of cognition. For involved in the question of the nature of cognition is
the issue of the relationship between the party and working class and the development of
revolutionary class consciousness. The challenge facing the revolutionary movement is
how it can be an agent in the transformation of the consciousness of the working class. If
the revolutionary movement is dominated by a mechanical conception of history in which
the working class is conceived of not as a subject of history but merely as an object, then
a policy of passively waiting for the inevitable radicalization to occur and prove the
correctness of our perspective inevitably follows.

I think there are great dangers and warning signs that such an attitude has taken hold in
the International Committee.

At the same time, I do not at all discount the important achievements of the World
Socialist Web Site and the International Committee.

But the movement cannot afford to rest on its laurels.

That is why I brought up Lenin’s Philosophical Notebooks to comrade Volkov. You take
great umbrage at my introduction of this topic. You particularly object to my
characterization of the fortunes of Volume 38 in the last two decades. Thus, when I said
that,

“In the 1970’s the movement used to be trained on the basis of reading Lenin’s volume
38.”, You write,

“No Alex, that is not really the case.” You continue, “During the 1970s, the movement
was mistrained on the basis of a false reading of Volume 38. Healy and Slaughter
introduced into the International Committee, under the cover of a study of the
Philosophical Notebooks, a vulgar rehash of the sort of pseudo-dialectical Left
Hegelianism that Marx, Engels and Lenin had long before subjected to withering
criticism. The political purpose served by the theoretical charlatanry of Healy and
Slaughter was the evasion of the difficult political problems posed by the upsurge of class
struggle in the wake of the events of May-June 1968. The “thoroughgoing struggle
against idealist ways of thinking” was, according to Slaughter, more critical “than
questions of agreement on program and policy.” This bizarre maxim was a complete
departure from the theoretical traditions of the Marxist movement. The issue of
dialectical method was separated entirely from the problem of political analysis and
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programmatic clarification. The so-called “practice of cognition” invoked Hegelian
categories to justify Healy’s increasingly intuitive and pragmatic politics. [Trotskyism
versus Revisionism, Volume 6 (London, 1975), p. 83] This form of theoretical charlatanry
has been utterly discredited within the International Committee.”

You are correct that in my informal letter to Vladimir I erred in saying that the struggle
on philosophical issues took place “during the 1970s”. It is true that for most of the
1970’s, Healy’s increasingly subjective interpretation of Lenin’s Volume 38 dominated
discussion of philosophy within the movement, and thereby the movement was
mistrained. I should have been more precise in my chronology. What I was getting at in
my letter to Vladimir is that there was an important turn toward philosophical issues in
the movement that were inspired by a reading of Volume 38. This actually happened in
the early 1960’s and shaped the movement for the next decade. Healy’s “practice of
cognition” was a sorry caricature of this turn toward dialectics. I was expressing my
frustration to Vladimir that in the aftermath of the defeat of Healy in the International
Committee, the baby had been thrown out with the bathwater. That is, we had not only
rid the movement of Healy’s gross distortion of dialectics, which as you state “invoked
Hegelian categories to justify Healy’s increasingly intuitive and pragmatic politics”, but
we had also abandoned any serious study of dialectics.

We can say that the period from 1962 to roughly 1973 represented an era in which the
movement took a healthy and fruitful turn toward the philosophical foundations of
Marxism whereas in the period from about 1973 to 1985 a philosophical and political
degeneration predominated. While there is no clear dividing line, the launching of the
WRP in 1973 marks some kind of turning point, as you yourself have explained in your
obituary of Gerry Healy. We should keep in mind however that there were signs of
problems even before 1973, such as the manner in which the split with the OCI was
handled. Likewise, not everything that happened after 1973 can be explained as part of a
systematic degeneration. We are talking about overall trends and the conclusion is
inescapable that there was a different palette to the movement from the early 1960s to the
early 1970s than to the period that followed from 1973 to 1985. I might add that it was in
the former period, characterized 