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HOW TO THINK 
Sojourner Truth Organization 
 
MARXIST EDUCATION 

The outline study guide which follows is based on classes conducted by Sojourner Truth Organization 
over the past two years. The original draft has undergone substantial modification as a result of the classes, and 
there is undoubtedly room for considerable improvement still, but its basic shape has worn well. 

Each time we have taught the material; that is, we have had three or four "teachers" presumed to be more 
familiar with a broader range of Marxist doctrine and five to eight "students." "Students" one time become 
"teachers" in later sessions. Each part is introduced with an overview from a "teacher" and then the "students" 
give prepared answers to the study questions which are thoroughly discussed and debated, "student" reactions 
first. Of course, in each session the "teachers" have been learners as much as the "students," sometimes more so. 

We think this is the best way to learn these lessons, in contrast to the study circle approach which has 
been a popular bequest of the New Left and which has characterized so much radical education during the past 
decade. This is partly because of the intrinsic difficulty of some of the materials, such as the texts by Hegel and 
Althusser. "Teachers" who are versed in the terms of the debates surrounding these thinkers can steer the 
discussion to useful conclusions and debates that may not emerge in discussions solely limited to the assigned 
materials. 

There is another aspect which has proven to be the decisive consideration for us. Some concepts—often 
central to the entire program of study—are sufficiently subtle that they will not necessarily emerge even from a 
very careful study group. One example, probably the most important one, will illustrate. In Part One, study 
question four says: 

The Guardian and the Weather Underground state that the fundamental contradiction of modem 
capitalism is that between the proletariat ("working. class as a whole") and the capitalists ("imperialist 
bourgeoisie"). Prairie Fire says it is "the contradiction between social production and private 
appropriation." Who is right? Why? 

In our view, the correct answer is "neither of the above." Yet it is not necessarily clear from the texts why this is 
so, though the necessary explanations are provided. 

According to Marx, the social contradiction which can only be resolved by revolution is that between the 
forces of production and the relations of production. The most common Marxist interpretation of this assertion is 
that forces of production means capital (sometimes our latter-day Marxists implicitly limit this to technology, so 
that the "full development of the forces of production" is interpreted solely as the presence of advanced, highly 
productive machinery) while relations of production means the system of production, appropriation, and 
exchange. 

In reality, Marx meant something quite different. Forces of production includes both capital and labor, 
while relations of production includes capitalists and workers. Thus the proletariat is an essential of both sides of 
the antagonism—on one side as the creator of use value, on the other as wage laborer. The contradiction is 
therefore internal and essential to the working class itself, and cannot be resolved externally. STO's political 
line—in particular our understanding of the role of white skin privilege—is based on this recognition of the 
conflict internal to the proletariat. 

The Guardian/Weather Underground view is wrong because it sees the essential contradiction as between 
workers and forces external to their class, rather than seeing the necessary embodiment of that conflict within the 
workers themselves. Political concepts which are derived from a faulty understanding of this process, such as 
class consciousness, will be warped in a similar direction. 

The Prairie Fire interpretation suffers from a different problem. Unlike the Guardian/Weather 
Underground mistake, the Prairie Fire statement can be textually supported; it is a summary of the position argued 
by Engels in Anti-Duhring. But the situation more or less accurately described by Engels was a historically 
specific example drawn from pre-imperialist, pre-state-capitalist capitalism. Prairie Fire's mistake is to presume 
that Engels' observation can be generalized without regard for the stage of capitalism, and then substituted for the 
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general form of the contradiction described by Marx. Ironically, Engels himself in the same book demonstrated 
that private-property capitalism could be superseded by nationalization without abolishing capitalist exploitation. 
Usually those who talk about the contradiction between social production and private appropriation today are 
doing so for a political reason—to exclude from consideration the contradiction between forces and relations of 
production in the "socialist" countries. 

If the participants entered these classes with a tabula rasa, the most reasonable interpretation of the 
readings might readily emerge from unassisted collective study. But they don't. Nearly all are experienced leftists 
who have assimilated the various distortions of Marxism which constitute the conventional wisdom. These, more 
than the difficulties and complexities of the concepts, are the reasons for furnishing experienced help to guide the 
learning process. 

Some material critically important to our classes has been superseded. In the STO study, one whole 
segment of each session was devoted to a critique of Stalin's Dialectical and Historical Materialism.  

There were two study questions: 
1. List everything that is inadequate or wrong in Stalin's pamphlet. Be ruthless, and as complete as 

possible. 
2. Why has no one ever published a serious critique of the Stalin pamphlet, in spite of its being probably 

the most widely distributed work on the subject of dialectical materialism? 
Each of these was assigned to an individual who made a presentation which was followed by a general discussion. 
With the publication of Lance Hill's article in this issue of Urgent Tasks, we are replacing that session of the study 
program with a comparable one on Mao Tse-Tung. Lance Hill was one of the "students" (who became one of the 
"teachers"). His article is an individual product except to the extent that he chose to incorporate ideas from the 
general discussion. In editing the article for publication, no attempt was made to have it conform to any official 
position. 

Other areas of study, begun in the classes, have led to expanded discussion and elaboration in STO's 
Internal Bulletin and in Urgent Tasks—for example the symposium on Louis Althusser's politics in Urgent Tasks 
number four. We think the basic readings and discussion are sufficiently enlightening to warrant retaining them, 
using the later materials as supplements. 

We have found that thirty to sixty days of student/teacher preparation followed by five days and evenings 
of uninterrupted discussion classes is required to accomplish satisfactorily the aims of this program. It poses 
serious problems to a small organization, most of whose members are workers and all of whom are engaged in 
political work. Under such circumstances the classes cannot succeed unless the political decisions personal and 
organizational—are taken seriously and firmly, even ruthlessly, enforced. During the pre-class period, participants 
must be sufficiently free from other political obligations to concentrate on study; for the classes themselves, held 
in rural retreats, people often have to spend most of their annual vacation time. Comrades not involved in the 
same session have to pick up the slack in political work and personal responsibility. 

We feel it has been worth the investment, and would caution others against attempting shortcuts. If 
theoretical work is a prerequisite to building a revolutionary movement, as Lenin argued, a thorough grasp of 
How to Think is the first step in developing the ability to do that work. 

Many of the readings are available in dozens of editions. Those that can easily be found are not 
referenced to a specific edition. In some cases we have chosen a particular, easily obtainable edition of a work, in 
order to provide uniformity when citing multiple excerpts. Copies of out-of-print readings may be obtained from 
STO—contact us for costs. Groups should also feel free to contact STO if teachers for this study program are 
desired. 

We strongly recommend the following study habits to students: Keep a notebook of your studies. Make a 
note every time you have a question about anything, even if it is merely the definition of a word that you look up 
in the dictionary, or even if it is a concept that you expect will be clarified in a later passage or a subsequent 
reading. 

As soon as you have finished a reading, record what you didn't like about it. In the cases of excerpted 
materials, for example, it is likely that earlier parts that are not included here will contain information which is 
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vital to a full grasp of the selected fragment. What terms ought to be included in a supplementary glossary? What 
individuals or historical events should be identified? What kind of supplementary materials would be helpful? 
Should this particular selection have been omitted? Why or why not? Answer each of these questions before 
proceeding to the study questions for the particular reading. 
— Education Committee 
Sojourner Truth Organization 

 
HOW TO THINK 
A Guide to the Study of Dialectical Materialism 
Introduction 

We begin with Lenin's observation to Inessa Armmand: "People for the most part (99 percent of the 
bourgeoisie, 98 percent of the liquidators, about 60-70 percent of the Bolsheviks) don't know how to think, they 
only learn words by heart." [35:131 Lenin's emphasis] It is our purpose in this study program to impart an ability 
to evaluate political situations critically and to decide independently on proper courses of action. Our aim is to 
elevate the effectiveness of our political work by elevating the quality of our "product." 

The skills of which we speak are theoretical, but theoretical in the broadest sense. We are not concerned 
here with abilities to operate an offset press or marshal a picket line, but we are concerned with the organization 
and presentation of criticism, whether of strategy, general tactics, or issue-oriented practical work. Our conception 
of criticism does not rest on the application of general rules and abstract principles, but on mastering the approach 
summarized by Lenin:  

"Dialectics is the teaching which shows how Opposites can be and how they happen to be (how they 
become) identical,—under what conditions they are identical, becoming transformed into one another,—
why the human mind should grasp these opposites not as dead, rigid, but as living, conditional, mobile, 
becoming transformed into one another." [38:109] 

In some ways what we are attempting to accomplish is the Marxist equivalent of a Berlitz class in a foreign 
language. We are not striving to be comprehensive, but we are attempting to impart a functional ability to use 
Marxism. This is quite different from the usual introductory course which intends to convince the newcomer of 
the value of Marxism and to familiarize her/him with its terms and scope, but on the whole to leave the important 
decisions to the more advanced. 

Since this is a short course, it would be wrong to view it as an end in itself. If it fails to inspire further 
study of works like The Poverty of Philosophy, The German Ideology, the Grundrisse, Capital, Anti-Duhring, 
Lenin's Philosophical Notebooks, Gramsci's writings, and so forth, then it is not fulfilling its long-term purpose 
and ought to be re-evaluated in that light. Still, at present our emphasis has to be utilitarian. 

The purpose of all this study is not abstract or millennial. If after all this you cannot explain how labor 
unions can be the greatest obstacle to class struggle or why Communist Parties can fiercely oppose proletarian 
revolutions, we will have failed. But understanding of this type is also armament, preparation for battle. The test 
of that will be in our political practice. 
 

Part I – Base and Superstructure in Motion 
Discussion: 

This part includes two very well-known selections from the writings of Marx and Engels, and several that 
are less familiar. One might say that the "Theses on Feuerbach" represent the "voluntarist," the "Hegelian," the 
"dialectical" side of Marxism, while the "Preface" shows the "determinist," the "scientific," the "materialist" side. 
We have included these together to show, from the beginning of the course, the roots in Marx's writings of two 
diverging trends in Marxist thought, and to demonstrate from the outset the dangers of failing to consider Marx's 
writings as a totality. Engels' letters represent his conscious attempt to correct what was a one-sidedness in the 
socialist movement of his day. The significance of the Grundrisse selections we leave to the discussion to 
determine. 
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Questions: 
1. Marx states that social existence determines the consciousness of people. What is meant by social 

existence? How are the circumstances of social existence changed?  
2. What is the conflict that leads to social revolution? How does it develop under capitalism? 
3. What does the passage from the Grundrisse [705-6] say about how the forces of production are fettered by 

capitalism? 
4. The Guardian and the Weather Underground state that the fundamental contradiction of modem capitalism 

is that between the proletariat ("working class as a whole") and the capitalists ("imperialist bourgeoisie"). 
Prairie Fire says it is "the contradiction between social production and private appropriation." Who is 
right? Why? 

5. Is Engels' treatment of the relationship between the economic base and the political superstructure of 
society, as expressed in his letters to Bloch and Schmidt, adequate? 

Supplementary or Future Recommended Readings: 
1. Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, The German Ideology 
2. Karl Marx, The Poverty of Philosophy 
3. Frederick Engels, Anti-Duhring 
4. Frederick Engels, Ludwig Feuerbach 

 
Part II - The Marxist View of Change 

Discussion: 
These readings constitute essential statements of Marxist dialectics, yet nearly every attempt to popularize 

them winds up grossly falsifying them (as in the writings of Mao Tse-tung, Stalin, and Maurice Cornforth). 
This whole problem will be developed later; here we will give one illustration. The most widely used 

introductory textbook for studying Marxist "philosophy" is Maurice Cornforth's Materialism and the Dialectical 
Method. Cornforth writes, "At bottom, idealism is religion, theology. 'Idealism is clericalism,' wrote Lenin. All 
idealism is a continuation of the religious approach to questions, even though particular idealist theories have shed 
their religious skin. Idealism is inseparable from superstition, belief in the supernatural, the mysterious and 
unknowable." [page 18] 

Contrast that statement with the full Lenin citation from which Cornforth drew his fragment: 
"Philosophical idealism is only nonsense from the standpoint of crude, simple, metaphysical materialism. From 
the standpoint of dialectical materialism, on the other hand, philosophical idealism is a one-sided, exaggerated, 
uberschwengliches [over-extended] (Dietzgen) development (inflation, distention) of one of the features, aspects, 
facets of knowledge into an absolute, divorced from matter, from nature, apotheosised. Idealism is clerical 
obscurantism. True. But philosophical idealism is ("more correctly" and "in addition") a road to clerical 
obscurantism through one of the shades of the infinitely complex knowledge (dialectical) of man." [38:361 
Lenin's emphasis] 

Does not Lenin say exactly the opposite of what Cornforth concludes? This illustrates a potentially 
paralyzing problem of Marxist study. If a beginner studies easy-to-read popular pamphlets in order to learn what 
Marxism is, she/he may learn only much later (if ever) of this type of deception. It may be more difficult to read 
the original presentations of these ideas, but it is the only certain way to eliminate counterfeit Marxism. 
 
Questions: 

1. What is the relationship between philosophical idealism and dialectical materialism? Between dialectical 
materialism and materialism? How does Marx characterize Feuerbach's philosophical errors in the 
Theses? 

2. What is the essence of dialectics? How can it be tested? 
3. Why is it difficult to simplify the study of dialectics? 
4. Ted Allen has written that the policy begun in colonial Virginia conferring a privileged status on European-

Americans in relation to African-Americans was the "invention" of the white race. What do you think of 
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the notion that the white race was "invented"? Is it possible to speak of "race" as having an origin in 
historical times? 

5. Lenin connected the "betrayal" of the Second International to the new stage reached by capitalism. Would 
the failure of the Communist parties after 60 years to establish socialism in any country constitute 
conclusive evidence of another change in historical stages? (Debate over the definition of socialism is not 
the intended focus of this question, although it obviously must be considered part of the discussion.) 

6. How does the process of production in the U.S. today shape workers' attitudes toward consumption? What 
was different during the Great Depression? How will communism be different? 

7. Is the U.S. working class backward? Explain your answer. 
8. What is meant by "negation of the negation"? Give examples. Is this a conservative or a revolutionary 

concept? 
9. Find applications of Lenin's elements of dialectics in the Grundrisse passages in this and the previous 

session. Give particular attention to any examples of the "negation of the negation." 
10. What is the Marxist organization and who are we? 

Supplementary or Future Recommended Readings: 
1. George Plekhanov, The Materialist Conception of History 
2. V. I. Lenin, Philosophical Notebooks 
3. C. L. R. James, Notes on Dialectics: Hegel and Marxism 

 
Part III - From Hegel to Marx 

Discussion: 
Hegel sees a duality in each level of self-consciousness. Each level of consciousness contains its own 

opposite. He carries this argument through to its most extreme statement: each self-consciousness can only fully 
emerge through a life and death struggle: "it is solely by risking life that freedom is obtained." [page 233] When 
Hegel differentiates the master and the bondsman it becomes clear that the master's "independent existence" and 
"power" are not equivalent to freedom. The bondsman's "negative attitude," the result of his "self-consciousness 
in a broad sense" rooted in participation in productive labor, becomes the condition for genuine freedom. 

"But just as lordship showed its essential nature to be the reverse of what it wants to be, so, too, bondage 
will, when completed, pass into the opposite of what it immediately is: being a consciousness repressed within 
itself, it will enter into itself, and change round into real and true independence." [page 237] (Gramsci has carried 
this further still: "the more an individual is compelled to defend his own immediate physical existence, the more 
will he uphold and identify with the highest values of civilization and humanity, in all their complexity." [Prison 
Notebooks, page 170] 

Marx has called Hegel's Phenomenology "the true point of origin and the secret of Hegelian philosophy." 
[Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844, page 136] Engels referred to it as "a parallel of the embryology 
and paleontology of the mind, a development of the individual consciousness through its different stages through 
which the consciousness of man has passed in the course of history." [Ludwig Feuerbach, page 14] Since Engels 
wrote this very late in life, and after Marx had died, it is worth remembering when one is told that Marxism is a 
complete rejection of Hegel. 
 
Questions: 

1. In the conflict between master and slave described by Hegel, at what points can each be described as "class 
conscious"? 

2. "My dialectic method is not only different from the Hegelian, but is its direct opposite. To Hegel, the 
life-process of the human brain, i.e., the process of thinking, which, under the name of "the Idea," he even 
transforms into an independent subject, is the demiurgos of the real world, and the real world is only the 
external, phenomenal form of "the Idea." With me, on the contrary, the ideal is nothing else than the 
material world reflected by the human mind, and translated into forms of thought." [Capital I: 191 What, 
then, is the relationship of Marx to Hegel? 

8



3. Compare Lenin's statement that "the result of activity is the test of subjective cognition and the criterion of 
objectivity which truly is" [38:219] with his statement that the essence of dialectics "must be tested by the 
history of science." [38:357] Would Gramsci agree with Lenin's tests? 

Supplementary or Future Recommended Readings: 
1. C. L. R. James, "The Atlantic Slave Trade and Slavery" in Amistad 1 
2. C. L. R. James, "Colonialism and National Liberation in Africa" in Miller and Aya, eds., National 
Liberation 

 
Part IV - How Revolutionaries Are Made 

Discussion: 
If Hegel is difficult, Plekhanov is a pleasure to read; it is no mystery why his writings are responsible for 

the early popularization of Marxism in Russia. This statement is an excellent summary of the orthodox view of 
the relations between individual character, society as a whole, and "historical accident." Though Luxemburg and 
Plekhanov were later to diverge politically, there is a certain similarity in the views they expressed in the 
selections included here. The Rawick, Ignatin, Twain and Bennett selections all deal with the development of 
consciousness through an internal dialectic. 
 
Questions: 

1. What determines the extent to which an individual can influence society? What is the influence of 
"accidents" on history? Are Plekhanov's positions on these questions right? What about Engels' [see the 
letters in Part I] ? 

2. Why cannot human nature account for the course of history? Or can it? 
3. What accounts for the stagnation of Marxism described by Rosa Luxemburg? 
4. Luxemburg says that the third volume of Capital far exceeded the theoretical needs of the proletariat of her 

time. Is she right? 
5. Why are people of great talent often the contemporaries of others with similar talents? 
6. What is the limit of individual power? In what sense can a person "make history"? 
7. Does Lerone Bennett mean the same thing as Hegel by "free"? Is freedom, to Hegel, "just another word for 

nothin' left to lose"? Does Frantz Fanon agree with Hegel's definition? 
8. Compare Shields Green and Huck Finn. Do the same for John Brown and Jim. 
9. What does George Rawick mean that "one can never remove culture, although one can transform it" [page 

8]? What represents the negation of the negation in Black culture today? 
10. What insight is shared by Hegel, Bennett, Twain, Rawick and Ignatin? How is it missing from Elkins and 

Genovese (based on the Rawick reading)? 
11. What does it mean to "construct acts to the end"? 
12. How do characters like Shields Green, John Brown, Huck Finn, and Jim affect everyone else? What is it 

that "few American white men" can resist? 
13. Is George Rawick a racist? Is Mark Twain? Is Stanley Elkins? Is Eugene Genovese? 
14. What is self-activity? How is it relevant to revolution? Who is a revolutionary? 

Supplementary or Future Recommended Readings: 
1. W. E. B. DuBois, John Brown 
2. Autobiography of Mother Jones 
3. Autobiography of Malcolm X 
4. Franz Mehring, Karl Marx 
5. James Forman, The Making of Black Revolutionaries 
6. Tony Cliff, Lenin 
7. Paul Frolich, Rosa Luxemburg 
8. Peter Netti, Rosa Luxemburg 
9. Anne Moody, Coming of Age in Mississippi 
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10. Matthew Ward, Indignant Heart 
11. Hakim Jamal, From the Dead Level 
12. Ida B. Wells, Crusade for Justice 
13. Fred Beal, Proletarian Journey 
14. Hosea Hudson, Black Worker in the Deep South 
15. Richard Wright, Native Son 
16. B. Traven, The Death Ship 
(Obviously a list like this can go on forever, but these should be suggestive.) 

 
Part V - How Revolutions Are Made 

Discussion: 
The two readings are models of the application of dialectics to the study of history. Both are examples of 

the universality of the dialectical method: the ability to recognize common themes and interconnections between 
seemingly isolated events, and to discover "the contradiction in the very essence of things." 
 
Questions: 

1. Who were the Jacobins? Was James justified in referring to the Saint Domingue revolutionaries as "Black 
Jacobins"? 

2. Do you agree with DuBois' statement [page 358] that Reconstruction was an attempt at a dictatorship of 
labor? 

3. Compare DuBois' remark [pages 319-20] about the attitude of white Americans with James' description of 
Parisian attitudes [pages 139-40]. How do you explain the transformations in the thinking of the white 
masses? How do you explain their later relapse? 

Supplementary or Future Recommended Readings: 
1. Karl Marx, The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte 
2. Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, The Civil War in the United States 
3. Karl Marx, The Civil War in France 
4. Leon Trotsky, History of the Russian Revolution 

 
Part VI - The Marxist Method 

Discussion: 
In some ways Gramsci and Lukacs sharply diverge from Engels and Lenin. The latter two viewed 

dialectical materialism as a universally useful theory of knowledge, as applicable and important to the study of 
chemistry and physics as to problems of human society. Gramsci limited his concerns to questions of politics and 
culture, a situation largely forced upon him by his imprisonment. Lukacs specifically rejected the applicability of 
dialectics outside the realm of human social experience. These matters have been and continue to be the subject of 
heated debate, but they need not directly concern this course of study as long as we are generally aware of them. 

Gramsci is well known to STO and our friends, but some background on Lukacs may be helpful. Lukacs 
had a checkered political career; because he deliberately accommodated to Stalin with consciously hypocritical 
tactical self-criticisms, there has always been some ambiguity concerning his own attitude toward his theoretical 
work. On the other hand, after Lenin's criticisms shattered his early ultra-"left" and sectarian views, he was always 
firmly in the right wing of the Comintern, and his premature fight for his line—the "Blum Theses" he submitted to 
the Sixth Congress of the CI—were the cause of his political downfall, not his opposition to Stalinism. By the 
time Dimitrov's Popular Front (virtually identical to the Blum Theses) was adopted at the Seventh Congress, 
Lukacs' retreat from political life had been totally accomplished. 

Thereafter he confined his writings to cultural matters. He emerged from seclusion to become the 
Minister of Culture in the short-lived Hungarian revolutionary government of 1956 headed by Imre Nagy; 
following its overthrow by the Soviet army, he returned to even greater seclusion, but emerged to condemn the 
Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968. Lukacs argued that his hypocrisy was fully justified because it was 
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better to live under the worst socialism than the best capitalism. It is this ambiguity of his work, even more than 
its right-wing political line, that renders it so attractive to scholastic Marxists. It is therefore wise to approach it 
with a large measure of caution. [It is interesting to note the contrasts and similarities in Marxist writings under 
the shadow of censorship—Lenin's Imperialism under the tsar, Gramsci under Mussolini, and Lukacs under 
Stalin.] 

On the other hand, Lukacs was no party hack, grinding out "philosophy" to justify the party line. He 
retained his critical approach throughout his career, giving his work a value that is usually missing from the 
Marxist writers of any country. This is the independent significance of the revived interest in his writings. 

The essay "What Is Orthodox Marxism?" is a product of Lukacs' early years, under the influence of the 
European revolutions. Examining it in 1967, 48 years after he wrote the first draft, Lukacs reaffirmed his belief 
that it is "not only objectively correct but also capable of exerting a considerable influence today when we are on 
the eve of a Marxist renaissance." 
 
Questions: 

1. What is philosophy? What is a philosopher? 
2. What is the relationship of language to philosophy? 
3. How does consciousness shape personality? Is "proletarianization" a justifiable kind of "conformism" for 

an individual? for a communist organization? 
4. During World War II an overwhelming majority of United Auto Workers' members voted in a referendum 

to abide by a no-strike pledge agreed to by the union's leadership. Before, during, and after the passage of 
the referendum a majority of the union's membership participated in wildcat strikes. Was this hypocrisy? 
Explain it in Gramsci's categories. 

5. Under what conditions can intellectuals propagate their views among the masses? Under what conditions 
can the revolutionary party? 

6. Gramsci says Marxism seems like a philosophy of intellectuals separated from common people and from 
common sense. Is he right? 

7. What, according to Gramsci, is the conflict within the consciousness of the average person? Relate this 
conflict to the contradictions discussed in earlier sessions. 

8. Would Gramsci agree with Rosa Luxemburg's statement that the working class cannot create its own 
culture under capitalism? Do you agree with Luxemburg? 

9. Gramsci writes [page 334], "Critical self-consciousness means, historically and politically, the creation of 
an elite of intellectuals." Was Gramsci an elitist? 

10. How does the "average person" retain his/her views in the face of a superior intellect? How does she/he 
change views? 

11. Why are new converts to Marxism often extremely unstable? What should we do about it? 
12. Reread the second paragraph on page 341 of Gramsci's Prison Notebooks. One reader, commenting on 

the passage at the end of that paragraph, asked if Gramsci is "taking back with the left hand what he gave 
with the right." How do you interpret this passage? (Remember that Gramsci often uses "intellectual" in a 
double sense to refer to the revolutionary party.) 

13. What is orthodox Marxism? Was Marx an orthodox Marxist? Is Lukacs correct in saying that even if 
every one of Marx's individual theses could be disproved, Marxism would still be valid? 

14. In a speech Lenin said, "A journal of the Communist International recently appeared under the title of 
Narody Vostoka. It carries the following slogan issued by the Communist International for the peoples of 
the East: 'Workers of all countries and all oppressed peoples, unite! ' 'When did the Executive Committee 
give orders for slogans to be modified?’  one of the comrades asked. Indeed, I do not remember that it 
ever did. Of course, the modification is wrong from the standpoint of the Communist Manifesto, but then 
the Communist Manifesto was written under entirely different conditions. From the point of view of 
present-day politics, however, the change is correct." [31:453] Was Lenin an orthodox Marxist? 

15. Explain the distinction between the "real existence" and the "inner core" of facts. 
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16. How would you understand the ideas of "imputed class consciousness" [Lukacs, page 51] and "identical 
subject-object" [Lukacs, page 206] ? How are they related to each other? 

Supplementary or Future Recommended Readings: 
1. Georg Lukacs, Lenin 
2. Antonio Gramsci, The Modern Prince 
3. Rosa Luxemburg, Reform or Revolution 

 
Part VII - Louis Althusser's Philosophy 

Discussion: 
Any doctrine which can claim millions of adherents throughout the world will necessarily be subject to 

differing—even violently conflicting—interpretations. Christianity is an obvious example; Marxism is no 
exception. In addition to differing interpretations which stem from the wide variety of attempts to extrapolate 
contemporary adaptations from century-old insights, there is another aspect. 

Hal Draper has truthfully written, "What goes by the name of Marxism nowadays, like as not, has little to 
do with Marx's views, in general or on any particular subject. This is a penalty for the 'success' of Marxism—that 
is, its widespread appeal—in spite of the periodic pronouncements of its death, which are almost as frequent as of 
yore. This parasitic disease—cooptation by alien elements—attacks all world outlooks that encompass a whole 
era." [Karl Marx's Theory of Revolution, Part 1. State and Bureaucracy, pages 17-18] 

It is this latter consideration with which this section is primarily concerned. We take for granted that 
everyone engaged in this study has a degree of familiarity with the spectrum of Marxist opinion in the U.S. today 
as manifested in various left parties and publications. 

We believe that Althusser's theoretical work is fatally flawed by his importation of a purportedly 
scientific method—rationalism—as a substitute for the notion of the self-emancipation of the working class. The 
reason for examining his work here is because it is a serious attempt to confront Marx's writings, rather than a 
faked version of dialectical materialism, as in Cornforth, or a trivialized version, as in Stalin. 
 
Questions: 

1. What do you think of Althusser's statement that in order to identify the "real, mature" Marxist concepts 
which are to be found in Marx's writing one must activate "provisional Marxist theoretical concepts"? 

2. Compare Althusser's "dialectical circle" with Hegel's explanation of the concept. 
3. What is the difference between Althusser's and Gramsci's interpretations of the Sixth Thesis on Feuerbach? 

Who seems more correct? 
4. Define Althusser's Generalities I, II, and III. Define "concrete" as used by Marx in the Grundrisse passage. 
5. "How is it possible, theoretically, to sustain the validity of this basic Marxist proposition: 'the class struggle 

is the motor of history' . . . when we know very well that it is not politics but the economy that is 
determinant in the last instance?" [Althusser, page 215] Althusser regards these statements as 
inconsistent. Do you? Explain your answer. 

6. Criticize Althusser's proposition (2) stated on page 185. In doing so, compare Althusser's quote from Marx, 
"this concrete-real 'survives in its independence after as before, outside thought'," with the same statement 
as it appears in the Grundrisse selection. 

7. Lukacs summarized his outlook by saying, "Rightly or wrongly, I had always treated Marx's works as 
having an essential unity." Althusser argues the opposite, yet both Marxists have similar followings 
among purely academic Marxists. Why? 

Supplementary or Future Recommended Readings: 
1. "The Politics of Louis Althusser: A Symposium," in Urgent Tasks number four, Summer 1978 
2. David McLellan, Marx Before Marxism 
3. David McLellan, ed., The Grundrisse by Karl Marx 
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Part VIII - The Philosophy of Mao Tse-Tung 
Discussion: 

In the sixties it was the writings of Mao Tse-Tung that steered the Black Panther Party and Students for a 
Democratic Society to Marxism. All over the United States these groups distributed Quotations from Chairman 
Mao by the thousands, while in their study circles nearly all of them read and discussed Mao's philosophical 
writings, whatever else the direction of their study. The greatest irony of the left today is that these writings, 
which brought so many young revolutionaries to Marxism, now stand as one of the main barriers to their deeper 
understanding. Martin Glaberman's essay is probably the most substantial Marxist critique of Mao's philosophy 
published to date. 
 
Questions: 

1. List everything that is inadequate or wrong in On Practice. Be ruthless, and as complete as possible. 
2. How useful are Mao's concepts of "principal contradiction" and "principal aspect of a contradiction" to an 

understanding of Lenin's "Elements of Dialectics"? 
3. Is Martin Glaberman correct to conclude that Mao's contributions have nothing to do with philosophy? 
4. Where do correct ideas come from? 

Supplementary or Future Recommended Readings: 
1. Karl Korsch, Marxism and Philosophy 
2. Karl Korsch, Three Essays on Marxism 
3. George Plekhanov, The Materialist Conception of History 
4. George Plekhanov, Fundamental Problems of Marxism 
5. Victor Serge, From Lenin to Stalin 

 
Part IX - Totality and Universality 

Discussion: 
Marxism is a proud theory, claiming for itself a general applicability. Even while continuing to dodge the 

question of its applicability in the realm of natural science, there is a duality to the broad value of the theory: on 
the one hand its result, though derived from an examination of particular examples of human struggle, if valid, 
can be applied (generally) to every instance; on the other hand, the method itself is applicable to investigations of 
every kind of human endeavor. These claims are important enough to serve reflexively as the ultimate test and 
vindication of the theory itself. 
 
Questions: 

1. What is art? 
2. How does Plekhanov propose to prove the correctness of the materialist view of history? Does he succeed? 

Is there a better way? 
3. What determines what people find to be esthetically pleasing? How do you explain the esthetic pleasure 

that people in the 20th century gain from ancient Greek art? 
4. Was Plekhanov a racist? 
5. What does Plekhanov mean when he says that the increased division of social labor among different classes 

leads to a disappearance of the direct dependence of art on technology and mode of production? Is he 
right? 

6. Whose assessment of ancient Greece seems more correct to you, James' or Ivins'? Is the difference between 
the two more than a question of fact? 

7. Why were Griffith, Chaplin, Eisenstein and Picasso able to produce works of undying vision while the 
finest modern writers produced only a picture of gloom, degeneration and decay? 

8. Do you agree with Ken Lawrence's thesis that changes in mass consciousness can be anticipated by 
expressions in popular culture? 

Supplementary or Future Recommended Readings: 
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1. C. L. R. James, The Future in the Present 
2. John Berger, Success and Failure of Picasso 
3. John Berger, Art and Revolution 
4. John Berger, Ways of Seeing 
5. E. P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class 
6. T. O. Ranger, The African Voice in Southern Rhodesia 
7. C. L. R. James, Mariners, Renegades, and Castaways 
8. C. L. R. James, Beyond a Boundary 
9. Leon Trotsky, Literature and Revolution 
10. George Plekhanov, Art and Social Life 

 
Sojourner Truth Organization. "Marxist Education" and "How to Think: A Guide to the Study of Dialectical 
Materialism", Urgent Tasks, no 7, winter 1980, pp. 18-19, 19-29. 
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PART I: BASE AND SUPERSTRUCTURE IN MOTION 
Questions: 

1. Marx states that social existence determines the consciousness of people. What is meant by social 
existence? How are the circumstances of social existence changed?  

2. What is the conflict that leads to social revolution? How does it develop under capitalism? 
3. What does the passage from the Grundrisse [705-6] say about how the forces of production are fettered by 

capitalism? 
4. The Guardian and the Weather Underground state that the fundamental contradiction of modem capitalism 

is that between the proletariat ("working class as a whole") and the capitalists ("imperialist bourgeoisie"). 
Prairie Fire says it is "the contradiction between social production and private appropriation." Who is 
right? Why? 

5. Is Engels' treatment of the relationship between the economic base and the political superstructure of 
society, as expressed in his letters to Bloch and Schmidt, adequate? 

 
Karl Marx,  A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy, “Preface” (1859) 
 

I examine the system of bourgeois economy in the following order: capital, landed property, wage-
labour; the State, foreign trade, world market. 

The economic conditions of existence of the three great classes into which modern bourgeois society is 
divided are analysed under the first three headings; the interconnection of the other three headings is self-evident. 
The first part of the first book, dealing with Capital, comprises the following chapters: 1. The commodity, 2. 
Money or simple circulation; 3. Capital in general. The present part consists of the first two chapters. The entire 
material lies before me in the form of monographs, which were written not for publication but for self-
clarification at widely separated periods; their remoulding into an integrated whole according to the plan I have 
indicated will depend upon circumstances. 

A general introduction, which I had drafted, is omitted, since on further consideration it seems to me 
confusing to anticipate results which still have to be substantiated, and the reader who really wishes to follow me 
will have to decide to advance from the particular to the general. A few brief remarks regarding the course of my 
study of political economy are appropriate here. 

Although I studied jurisprudence, I pursued it as a subject subordinated to philosophy and history. In the 
year 1842-43, as editor of the Rheinische Zeitung, I first found myself in the embarrassing position of having to 
discuss what is known as material interests. The deliberations of the Rhenish Landtag on forest thefts and the 
division of landed property; the official polemic started by Herr von Schaper, then Oberprasident of the Rhine 
Province, against the Rheinische Zeitung about the condition of the Moselle peasantry, and finally the debates on 
free trade and protective tariffs caused me in the first instance to turn my attention to economic questions. On the 
other hand, at that time when good intentions “to push forward” often took the place of factual knowledge, an 
echo of French socialism and communism, slightly tinged by philosophy, was noticeable in the Rheinische 
Zeitung. I objected to this dilettantism, but at the same time frankly admitted in a controversy with the Allgemeine 
Augsburger Zeitung that my previous studies did not allow me to express any opinion on the content of the French 
theories. When the publishers of the Rheinische Zeitung conceived the illusion that by a more compliant policy on 
the part of the paper it might be possible to secure the abrogation of the death sentence passed upon it, I eagerly 
grasped the opportunity to withdraw from the public stage to my study.  

The first work which I undertook to dispel the doubts assailing me was a critical re-examination of the 
Hegelian philosophy of law; the introduction to this work being published in the Deutsch-Franzosische 
Jahrbucher issued in Paris in 1844. My inquiry led me to the conclusion that neither legal relations nor political 
forms could be comprehended whether by themselves or on the basis of a so-called general development of the 
human mind, but that on the contrary they originate in the material conditions of life, the totality of which Hegel, 
following the example of English and French thinkers of the eighteenth century, embraces within the term “civil 
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society”; that the anatomy of this civil society, however, has to be sought in political economy. The study of this, 
which I began in Paris, I continued in Brussels, where I moved owing to an expulsion order issued by M. Guizot. 
The general conclusion at which I arrived and which, once reached, became the guiding principle of my studies 
can be summarised as follows.  

In the social production of their existence, men inevitably enter into definite relations, which are 
independent of their will, namely relations of production appropriate to a given stage in the development of their 
material forces of production. The totality of these relations of production constitutes the economic structure of 
society, the real foundation, on which arises a legal and political superstructure and to which correspond definite 
forms of social consciousness. The mode of production of material life conditions the general process of social, 
political and intellectual life. 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 production or – this merely expresses the same thing in 
legal terms – with the property relations within the framework of which they have operated hitherto. From forms 
of development of the productive forces these relations turn into their fetters. 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 transformations it is always necessary to distinguish between the 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. Just as one does not judge an individual by what he thinks about himself, so one 
cannot judge such a period of transformation by its consciousness, but, on the contrary, this consciousness must 
be explained from the contradictions of material life, from the conflict existing between the social forces of 
production and the relations of production. No social order is ever destroyed before all the productive forces for 
which it is sufficient have been developed, and new superior relations of production never replace older ones 
before the material conditions for their existence have matured within the framework of the old society.  

Mankind thus inevitably sets itself only such tasks as it is able to solve, since closer examination will 
always show that the problem itself arises only when the material conditions for its solution are already present or 
at least in the course of formation. In broad outline, the Asiatic, ancient,[A] feudal and modern bourgeois modes of 
production may be designated as epochs marking progress in the economic development of society. The 
bourgeois mode of production is the last antagonistic form of the social process of production – antagonistic not 
in the sense of individual antagonism but of an antagonism that emanates from the individuals' social conditions 
of existence – but the productive forces developing within bourgeois society create also the material conditions 
for a solution of this antagonism. The prehistory of human society accordingly closes with this social formation. 

Frederick Engels, with whom I maintained a constant exchange of ideas by correspondence since the 
publication of his brilliant essay on the critique of economic categories (printed in the Deutsch-Französische 
Jahrbücher, arrived by another road (compare his Lage der arbeitenden Klasse in England) at the same result as 
I, and when in the spring of 1845 he too came to live in Brussels, we decided to set forth together our conception 
as opposed to the ideological one of German philosophy, in fact to settle accounts with our former philosophical 
conscience. The intention was carried out in the form of a critique of post-Hegelian philosophy. The manuscript 
[The German Ideology], two large octavo volumes, had long ago reached the publishers in Westphalia when we 
were informed that owing to changed circumstances it could not be printed. We abandoned the manuscript to the 
gnawing criticism of the mice all the more willingly since we had achieved our main purpose – self-clarification. 
Of the scattered works in which at that time we presented one or another aspect of our views to the public, I shall 
mention only the Manifesto of the Communist Party, jointly written by Engels and myself, and a Discours sur le 
libre echange, which I myself published. The salient points of our conception were first outlined in an academic, 
although polemical, form in my Misere de la philosophie..., this book which was aimed at Proudhon appeared in 
1847. The publication of an essay on Wage-Labour [Wage-Labor and Capital] written in German in which I 
combined the lectures I had held on this subject at the German Workers' Association in Brussels, was interrupted 
by the February Revolution and my forcible removal from Belgium in consequence. 
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The publication of the Neue Rheinische Zeitung in 1848 and 1849 and subsequent events cut short my 
economic studies, which I could only resume in London in 1850. The enormous amount of material relating to the 
history of political economy assembled in the British Museum, the fact that London is a convenient vantage point 
for the observation of bourgeois society, and finally the new stage of development which this society seemed to 
have entered with the discovery of gold in California and Australia, induced me to start again from the very 
beginning and to work carefully through the new material. These studies led partly of their own accord to 
apparently quite remote subjects on which I had to spend a certain amount of time. But it was in particular the 
imperative necessity of earning my living which reduced the time at my disposal. My collaboration, continued 
now for eight years, with the New York Tribune, the leading Anglo-American newspaper, necessitated an 
excessive fragmentation of my studies, for I wrote only exceptionally newspaper correspondence in the strict 
sense. Since a considerable part of my contributions consisted of articles dealing with important economic events 
in Britain and on the continent, I was compelled to become conversant with practical detail which, strictly 
speaking, lie outside the sphere of political economy. 

This sketch of the course of my studies in the domain of political economy is intended merely to show 
that my views – no matter how they may be judged and how little they conform to the interested prejudices of the 
ruling classes – are the outcome of conscientious research carried on over many years. At the entrance to science, 
as at the entrance to hell, the demand must be made: 
Qui si convien lasciare ogni sospetto    Here must all distrust be left; 
Ogni vilta convien che qui sia morta.   All cowardice must here be dead 

[From Dante, Divina Commedia.] 
Karl Marx 
London, January 1859  

 
A. As a second footnote to the Communist Manifesto, Engels wrote in 1888:  

In 1847, the pre-history of society, the social organization existing previous to recorded history, [was] all but 
unknown. Since then, August von Haxthausen (1792-1866) discovered common ownership of land in Russia, Georg Ludwig 
von Maurer proved it to be the social foundation from which all Teutonic races started in history, and, by and by, village 
communities were found to be, or to have been, the primitive form of society everywhere from India to Ireland. The inner 
organization of this primitive communistic society was laid bare, in its typical form, by Lewis Henry Morgan's (1818-1861) 
crowning discovery of the true nature of the gens and its relation to the tribe. With the dissolution of the primeval 
communities, society begins to be differentiated into separate and finally antagonistic classes. I have attempted to retrace this 
dissolution in The Origin of the Family, Private Property, and the State, second edition, Stuttgart, 1886.  

Thus, as the science of understanding pre-history progressed (pre-history being that time before written records of 
human civilization exist), Marx & Engels changed their understanding and descriptions accordingly. In the above text, Marx 
mentions “Asiatic” modes of production. At the time, they had thought Asian civilization was the first we could speak of 
humanity (an understanding based on Hegel, see: The Oriental Realm). After writing The Grundrisse, they dropped the idea 
of a distinct Asiatic mode of production, and kept four basic forms: tribal, ancient, feudal, and capitalist.  
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Karl Marx, “Theses On Feuerbach” (1845) 

1 
The main defect of all hitherto-existing materialism — that of Feuerbach included — is that the Object [der 
Gegenstand], actuality, sensuousness, are conceived only in the form of the object [Objekts], or of contemplation 
[Anschauung], but not as human sensuous activity, practice [Praxis], not subjectively. Hence it happened that the 
active side, in opposition to materialism, was developed by idealism — but only abstractly, since, of course, 
idealism does not know real, sensuous activity as such. Feuerbach wants sensuous objects [Objekte], 
differentiated from thought-objects, but he does not conceive human activity itself as objective [gegenständliche] 
activity. In The Essence of Christianity [Das Wesen des Christenthums], he therefore regards the theoretical 
attitude as the only genuinely human attitude, while practice is conceived and defined only in its dirty-Jewish 
form of appearance [Erscheinungsform][1]. Hence he does not grasp the significance of ‘revolutionary’, of 
‘practical-critical’, activity. 

2 
The question whether objective truth can be attributed to human thinking is not a question of theory but is a 
practical question. Man must prove the truth, i.e., the reality and power, the this-sidedness [Diesseitigkeit] of his 
thinking, in practice. The dispute over the reality or non-reality of thinking which is isolated from practice is a 
purely scholastic question. 

3 
The materialist doctrine that men are products of circumstances and upbringing, and that, therefore, changed men 
are products of changed circumstances and changed upbringing, forgets that it is men who change circumstances 
and that the educator must himself be educated. Hence this doctrine is bound to divide society into two parts, one 
of which is superior to society. The coincidence of the changing of circumstances and of human activity or self-
change [Selbstveränderung] can be conceived and rationally understood only as revolutionary practice. 

4 
Feuerbach starts off from the fact of religious self-estrangement [Selbstentfremdung], of the duplication of the 
world into a religious, imaginary world, and a secular [weltliche] one. His work consists in resolving the religious 
world into its secular basis. He overlooks the fact that after completing this work, the chief thing still remains to 
be done. For the fact that the secular basis lifts off from itself and establishes itself in the clouds as an independent 
realm can only be explained by the inner strife and intrinsic contradictoriness of this secular basis. The latter must 
itself be understood in its contradiction and then, by the removal of the contradiction, revolutionised. Thus, for 
instance, once the earthly family is discovered to be the secret of the holy family, the former must itself be 
annihilated [vernichtet] theoretically and practically. 

5 
Feuerbach, not satisfied with abstract thinking, wants sensuous contemplation [Anschauung]; but he does not 
conceive sensuousness as practical, human-sensuous activity. 

6 
Feuerbach resolves the essence of religion into the essence of man [menschliche Wesen = ‘human nature’]. But 
the essence of man is no abstraction inherent in each single individual. In reality, it is the ensemble of the social 
relations. Feuerbach, who does not enter upon a criticism of this real essence is hence obliged:  

1. To abstract from the historical process and to define the religious sentiment regarded by itself, and to 
presuppose an abstract — isolated - human individual. 
2. The essence therefore can by him only be regarded as ‘species’, as an inner ‘dumb’ generality which 
unites many individuals only in a natural way. 

7 
Feuerbach consequently does not see that the ‘religious sentiment’ is itself a social product, and that the abstract 
individual that he analyses belongs in reality to a particular social form. 

8 
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All social life is essentially practical. All mysteries which lead theory to mysticism find their rational solution in 
human practice and in the comprehension of this practice. 

9 
The highest point reached by contemplative [anschauende] materialism, that is, materialism which does not 
comprehend sensuousness as practical activity, is the contemplation of single individuals and of civil society 
[bürgerlichen Gesellschaft]. 

10 
The standpoint of the old materialism is civil society; the standpoint of the new is human society or social 
humanity. 

11 
Philosophers have hitherto only interpreted the world in various ways; the point is to change it. 
  

 
1. “Dirty-Jewish” — according to Marhsall Berman, this is an allusion to the Jewish God of the Old Testament, 
who had to ‘get his hands dirty’ making the world, tied up with a symbolic contrast between the Christian God of 
the Word, and the God of the Deed, symbolising practical life. See The Significance of the Creation in Judaism, 
Essence of Christianity 1841 
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Engels to C. Schmidt in Berlin (Abstract), London, August 5, 1890 
[ ....]  

I saw a review of Paul Barth's book [Die Geschichtsphilosophie Hegels und der Hegelianer bis auf Marx 
und Hartmann] by that bird of ill omen, Moritz Wirth, in the Vienna Deutsche Worte, and this book itself, as well. 
I will have a look at it, but I must say that if "little Moritz" is right when he quotes Barth as stating that the sole 
example of the dependence of philosophy, etc., on the material conditions of existence which he can find in all 
Marx's works is that Descartes declares animals to the machines, then I am sorry for the man who can write such a 
thing. And if this man has not yet discovered that while the material mode of existence is the primum agens 
[primary agent, prime cause] this does not preclude the ideological spheres from reacting upon it in their turn, 
though with a secondary effect, he cannot possibly have understood the subject he is writing about. However, as I 
said, all this is secondhand and little Moritz is a dangerous friend. The materialist conception of history has a lot 
of them nowadays, to whom it serves as an excuse for not studying history. Just as Marx used to say, commenting 
on the French "Marxists" of the late [18]70s: "All I know is that I am not a Marxist."  

There has also been a discussion in the Volks-Tribune about the distribution of products in future society, 
whether this will take place according to the amount of work done or otherwise. The question has been 
approached very "materialistically" in opposition to certain idealistic phraseology about justice. But strangely 
enough it has not struck anyone that, after all, the method of distribution essentially depends on how much there is 
to distribute, and that this must surely change with the progress of production and social organization, so that the 
method of distribution may also change. But everyone who took part in the discussion, "socialist society" 
appeared not as something undergoing continuous change and progress but as a stable affair fixed once for all, 
which must, therefore, have a method of distribution fixed once for all. All one can reasonably do, however, is 1) 
to try and discover the method of distribution to be used at the beginning, and 2) to try and find the general 
tendency of the further development. But about this I do not find a single word in the whole debate.  

In general, the word "materialistic" serves many of the younger writers in Germany as a mere phrase with 
which anything and everything is labeled without further study, that is, they stick on this label and then consider 
the question disposed of. But our conception of history is above all a guide to study, not a lever for construction 
after the manner of the Hegelian. All history must be studied afresh, the conditions of existence of the different 
formations of society must be examined individually before the attempt is made to deduce them from the political, 
civil law, aesthetic, philosophic, religious, etc., views corresponding to them. Up to now but little has been done 
here because only a few people have got down to it seriously. In this field we can utilize heaps of help, it is 
immensely big, anyone who will work seriously can achieve much and distinguish himself. But instead of this too 
many of the younger Germans simply make use of the phrase historical materialism (and everything can be turned 
into a phrase) only in order to get their own relatively scanty historical knowledge — for economic history is still 
as yet in its swaddling clothes! — constructed into a neat system as quickly as possible, and they then deem 
themselves something very tremendous. And after that a Barth can come along and attack the thing itself, which 
in his circle has indeed been degraded to a mere phrase.  

However, all this will right itself. We're strong enough in Germany now to stand a lot. One of the greatest 
services which the Anti-Socialist Law did us was to free us from the obtuseness of the German intellectual who 
had got tinged with socialism. We are now strong enough to digest the German intellectual too, who is giving 
himself great airs again. You, who have really done something, must have noticed yourself how few of the young 
literary men who fasten themselves on to the party give themselves in the trouble to study economics, the history 
of economics, the history of trade, of industry, of agriculture, of the formations of society. How many know 
anything of Maurer except his name! The self-sufficiency of the journalist must serve for everything here and the 
result looks like it. It often seems as if these gentlemen think anything is good enough for the workers. If these 
gentlemen only knew that Marx thought his best things were still not good enough for the workers, how he 
regarded it as a crime to offer the workers anything but the very best!  
[ ....]  
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Engels to J. Bloch in Königsberg (Abstract), London, September 21, 1890 
[....]    

According to the materialist conception of history, the ultimately determining element in history is the 
production and reproduction of real life. Other than this neither Marx nor I have ever asserted. Hence if somebody 
twists this into saying that the economic element is the only determining one, he transforms that proposition into a 
meaningless, abstract, senseless phrase. The economic situation is the basis, but the various elements of the 
superstructure — political forms of the class struggle and its results, to wit: constitutions established by the 
victorious class after a successful battle, etc., juridical forms, and even the reflexes of all these actual struggles in 
the brains of the participants, political, juristic, philosophical theories, religious views and their further 
development into systems of dogmas — also exercise their influence upon the course of the historical struggles 
and in many cases preponderate in determining their form. There is an interaction of all these elements in which, 
amid all the endless host of accidents (that is, of things and events whose inner interconnection is so remote or so 
impossible of proof that we can regard it as non-existent, as negligible), the economic movement finally asserts 
itself as necessary. Otherwise the application of the theory to any period of history would be easier than the 
solution of a simple equation of the first degree. 

We make our history ourselves, but, in the first place, under very definite assumptions and conditions. 
Among these the economic ones are ultimately decisive. But the political ones, etc., and indeed even the traditions 
which haunt human minds also play a part, although not the decisive one. The Prussian state also arose and 
developed from historical, ultimately economic, causes. But it could scarcely be maintained without pedantry that 
among the many small states of North Germany, Brandenburg was specifically determined by economic necessity 
to become the great power embodying the economic, linguistic and, after the Reformation, also the religious 
difference between North and South, and not by other elements as well (above all by its entanglement with 
Poland, owing to the possession of Prussia, and hence with international political relations — which were indeed 
also decisive in the formation of the Austrian dynastic power). Without making oneself ridiculous it would be a 
difficult thing to explain in terms of economics the existence of every small state in Germany, past and present, or 
the origin of the High German consonant permutations, which widened the geographic partition wall formed by 
the mountains from the Sudetic range to the Taunus to form a regular fissure across all Germany. 

In the second place, however, history is made in such a way that the final result always arises from 
conflicts between many individual wills, of which each in turn has been made what it is by a host of particular 
conditions of life. Thus there are innumerable intersecting force, an infinite series of parallelograms of forces 
which give rise to one resultant — the historical event. This may again itself be viewed as the product of a power 
which works as a whole unconsciously and without volition. For what each individual wills is obstructed by 
everyone else, and what emerges is something that no one willed. Thus history has proceeded hitherto in the 
manner of a natural process and is essentially subject to the same laws of motion. But from the fact that the wills 
of individuals — each of whom desires what he is impelled to by his physical constitution and external, in the last 
resort economic, circumstances (either his own personal circumstances or those of society in general) — do not 
attain what they want, but are merged into an aggregate mean, a common resultant, it must not be concluded that 
they are equal to zero. On the contrary, each contributes to the resultant and is to this extent included in it. 

I would furthermore ask you to study this theory from its original sources and not at second-hand; it is 
really much easier. Marx hardly wrote anything in which it did not play a part. But especially The Eighteenth 
Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte is a most excellent example of its application. There are also many allusion to it in 
Capital. Then may I also direct you to my writings: Herr Eugen Dühring's Revolution in Science and Ludwig 
Feuerbach and the End of Classical German Philosophy, in which I have given the most detailed account of 
historical material which, as far as I know, exists. [The German Ideology was not published in Marx or Engels 
lifetime]  

Marx and I are ourselves partly to blame for the fact that the younger people sometimes lay more stress 
on the economic side than is due to it. We had to emphasise the main principle vis-á-vis our adversaries, who 
denied it, and we had not always the time, the place or the opportunity to give their due to the other elements 
involved in the interaction. But when it came to presenting a section of history, that is, to making a practical 
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application, it was a different matter and there no error was permissible. Unfortunately, however, it happens only 
too often that people think they have fully understood a new theory and can apply it without more ado from the 
moment they have assimilated its main principles, and even those not always correctly. And I cannot exempt 
many of the more recent "Marxists" from this reproach, for the most amazing rubbish has been produced in this 
quarter, too.... 
[....]    
 
Engels to Conrad Schmidt in Berlin (Abstract), London, October 27, 1890 

I think you would do very well to take the post in Zürich. [Editor of the Zürich Post.] You could always 
learn a good deal about economics there, especially if you bear in mind that Zürich is still only a thirdrate money 
and speculation market, so that the impressions which make themselves felt there are weakened or deliberately 
distorted by twofold or threefold reflection. But you will get a practical knowledge of the mechanism and be 
obliged to follow the stock exchange reports from London, New York, Paris, Berlin and Vienna at first hand, and 
in this way the world market, in its reflex as money and stock market, will reveal itself to you. Economic, political 
and other reflections are just like those in the human eye, they pass through a condensing lens and therefore 
appear upside down, standing on their heads. Only the nervous system which would put them on their feet again 
for representation is lacking. The money market man only sees the movement of industry and of the world market 
in the inverted reflection of the money and stock market and so effect becomes cause to him. I noticed that in the 
'forties already in Manchester: the London Stock Exchange reports were utterly useless for the course of industry 
and its periodical maxima and minima because these gentry tried to explain everything from crises on the money 
market, which were generally only symptoms. At that time the object was to explain away the origin of industrial 
crises as temporary overproduction, so that the thing had in addition its tendentious side, provocative of distortion. 
This point has now gone (for us, at any rate, for good and all), added to which it is indeed a fact that the money 
market can also have its own crises, in which direct disturbances of industry only play a subordinate part or no 
part at all--here there is still much, especially in the history of the last twenty years, to be examined and 
established. 

Where there is division of labour on a social scale there is also mutual independence among the different 
sections of work. In the last instance production is the decisive factor. But when the trade in products becomes 
independent of production itself, it follows a movement of its own, which, while it is governed as a whole by 
production, still in particular cases and within this general dependence follows particular laws contained in the 
nature of this new factor; this movement has phases of its own and in its turn reacts on the movement of 
production. The discovery of America was due to the thirst for gold which had previously driven the Portuguese 
to Africa (compare Soetbeer's Production of Precious Metals), because the enormously extended European 
industry of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries and the trade corresponding to it demanded more means of 
exchange than Germany, the great silver country from 1450 to 1550, could provide. The conquest of India by the 
Portuguese, Dutch and English between 1500 and 1800 had imports from India as its object--nobody dreamt of 
exporting anything there. And yet what a colossal reaction these discoveries and conquests, solely conditioned by 
the interests of trade, had upon industry: they first created the need for exports to these countries and developed 
large-scale industry. 

So it is too with the money market. As soon as trading in money becomes separate from trade in 
commodities it has (under certain conditions imposed by production and commodity trade and within these limits) 
a development of its own, special laws and separate phases determined by its own nature. If, in this further 
development, trade in money extends in addition to trade in securities and these securities are not only 
government securities but also industrial and transport stocks and shares, so that money trade conquers the direct 
control over a portion of the production by which, taken as a whole, it is itself controlled, then the reaction of 
money trading on production becomes still stronger and more complicated. The money traders have become the 
owners of railways, mines, iron works, etc. These means of production take on a double aspect if their working 
has to be directed sometimes in the immediate interests of production but sometimes also according to the 
requirements of the shareholders, in so far as they are money traders. The most striking example of this is the 

22



American railways, whose working is entirely dependent on the stock exchange operations of a Jay Gould or a 
Vanderbilt, etc., these having nothing whatever to do with the particular railway concerned and its interests as a 
means of communication. And even here in England we have seen struggles lasting for tens of years between 
different railway companies over the boundaries of their respective territories - struggles in which an enormous 
amount of money was thrown away, not in the interests of production and communications but simply because of 
a rivalry which usually only had the object of facilitating the stock exchange dealings of the shareholding money 
traders. 

With these few indications of my conception of the relation of production to commodity trade and of both 
to money trading, I have already also answered, in essence, your questions about "historical materialism" 
generally. The thing is easiest to grasp from the point of view of the division of labour. Society gives rise to 
certain common functions which it cannot dispense with. The persons selected for these functions form a new 
branch of the division of labour within society. This gives them particular interests, distinct too from the interests 
of those who gave them their office ; they make themselves independent of the latter and--the state is in being. 
And now the development is the same as it was with commodity trade and later with money trade; the new 
independent power, while having in the main to follow the movement of production, also, owing to its inward 
independence (the relative independence originally transferred to it and gradually further developed) reacts in its 
turn upon the conditions and course of production. It is the interaction of two unequal forces: on one hand the 
economic movement, on the other the new political power, which strives for as much independence as possible, 
and which, having once been established, is also endowed with a movement of its own. On the whole, the 
economic movement gets its way, but it has also to suffer reactions from the political movement which it 
established and endowed with relative independence itself, from the movement of the state power on the one hand 
and of the opposition simultaneously engendered on the other. Just as the movement of the industrial market is, in 
the main and with the reservations already indicated, reflected in the money market and, of course, in inverted 
form, so the struggle between the classes already existing and already in conflict with one another is reflected in 
the struggle between government and opposition, but also in inverted form, no longer directly but indirectly, not 
as a class struggle but as a fight for political principles, and so distorted that it has taken us thousands of years to 
get behind it again. 

The reaction of the state power upon economic development can be one of three kinds: it can run in the 
same direction, and then development is more rapid; it can oppose the line of development, in which case 
nowadays state power in every great nation will go to pieces in the long run; or it can cut off the economic 
development from certain paths, and impose on it certain others. This case ultimately reduces itself to one of the 
two previous ones. But it is obvious that in cases two and three the political power can do great damage to the 
economic development and result in the squandering of great masses of energy and material. 

Then there is also the case of the conquest and brutal destruction of economic resources, by which, in 
certain circumstances, a whole local or national economic development could formerly be ruined. Nowadays such 
a case usually has the opposite effect, at least among great nations: in the long run the defeated power often gains 
more economically, politically and morally than the victor. 

It is similar with law. As soon as the new division of labour which creates professional lawyers becomes 
necessary, another new and independent sphere is opened up which, for all its general dependence on production 
and trade, still has its own capacity for reacting upon these spheres as well. In a modern state, law must not only 
correspond to the general economic position and be its expression, but must also be an expression which is 
consistent in itself, and which does not, owing to inner contradictions, look glaringly inconsistent. And in order to 
achieve this, the faithful reflection of economic conditions is more and more infringed upon. All the more so the 
more rarely it happens that a code of law is the blunt, unmitigated, unadulterated expression of the domination of 
a class--this in itself would already offend the "conception of justice." Even in the Code Napoleon the pure logical 
conception of justice held by the revolutionary bourgeoisie of 1792-96 is already adulterated in many ways, and 
in so far as it is embodied there has daily to undergo all sorts of attenuation owing to the rising power of the 
proletariat. Which does not prevent the Code Napoleon from being the statute book which serves as a basis for 
every new code of law in every part of the world. Thus to a great extent the course of the "development of law" 
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only consists: first in the attempt to do away with the contradictions arising from the direct translation of 
economic relations into legal principles, and to establish a harmonious system of law, and then in the repeated 
breaches made in this system by the influence and pressure of further economic development, which involves it in 
further contradictions (I am only speaking here of civil law for the moment). 

The reflection of economic relations as legal principles is necessarily also a topsy turvy one: it happens 
without the person who is acting being conscious of it; the jurist imagines he is operating with a priori principles, 
whereas they are really only economic reflexes; so everything is upside down. And it seems to me obvious that 
this inversion, which, so long as it remains unrecognised, forms what we call ideological conception, reacts in its 
turn upon the economic basis and may, within certain limits, modify it. The basis of the law of inheritance--
assuming that the stages reached in the development of the family are equal--is an economic one. But it would be 
difficult to prove, for instance, that the absolute liberty of the testator in England and the severe restrictions 
imposed upon him in France are only due in every detail to economic causes. Both react back, however, on the 
economic sphere to a very considerable extent, because they influence the division of property. 

As to the realms of ideology which soar still higher in the air, religion, philosophy, etc., these have a 
prehistoric stock, found already in existence and taken over in the historic period, of what we should to-day call 
bunk. These various false conceptions of nature, of man's own being, of spirits, magic forces, etc., have for the 
most part only a negative economic basis; but the low economic development of the prehistoric period is 
supplemented and also partially conditioned and even caused by the false conceptions of nature. And even though 
economic necessity was the main driving force of the progressive knowledge of nature and becomes ever more so, 
it would surely be pedantic to try and find economic causes for all this primitive nonsense. The history of science 
is the history of the gradual clearing away of this nonsense or of its replacement by fresh but already less absurd 
nonsense. The people who deal with this belong in their turn to special spheres in the division of labour and 
appear to themselves to be working in an independent field. And in so far as they form an independent group 
within the social division of labour, in so far do their productions, including their errors, react back as an 
influence upon the whole development of society, even on its economic development. But all the same they 
themselves remain under the dominating influence of economic development. In philosophy, for instance, this can 
be most readily proved in the bourgeois period. Hobbes was the first modern materialist (in the eighteenth century 
sense) but he was an absolutist in a period when absolute monarchy was at its height throughout the whole of 
Europe and when the fight of absolute monarchy versus the people was beginning in England. Locke, both in 
religion and politics, was the child of the class compromise of 1688. The English deists and their more consistent 
successors, the French materialists, were the true philosophers of the bourgeoisie, the French even of the 
bourgeois revolution. The German petty bourgeois runs through German philosophy from Kant to Hegel, 
sometimes positively and sometimes negatively. But the philosophy of every epoch, since it is a definite sphere in 
the division of labour, has as its presupposition certain definite intellectual material handed down to it by its 
predecessors, from which it takes its start. And that is why economically backward countries can still play first 
fiddle in philosophy: France in the eighteenth century compared with England, on whose philosophy the French 
based themselves, and later Germany in comparison with both. But the philosophy both of France and Germany 
and the general blossoming of literature at that time were also the result of a rising economic development. I 
consider the ultimate supremacy of economic development established in these spheres too, but it comes to pass 
within conditions imposed by the particular sphere itself: in philosophy, for instance, through the operation of 
economic influences (which again generally only act under political, etc., disguises) upon the existing philosophic 
material handed down by predecessors. Here economy creates nothing absolutely new (a novo), but it determines 
the way in which the existing material of thought is altered and further developed, and that too for the most part 
indirectly, for it is the political, legal and moral reflexes which exercise the greatest direct influence upon 
philosophy. 

About religion I have said the most necessary things in the last section on Feuerbach. 
If therefore Barth supposes that we deny any and every reaction of the political, etc., reflexes of the 

economic movement upon the movement itself, he is simply tilting at windmills. He has only got to look at Marx's 
Eighteenth Brumaire, which deals almost exclusively with the particular part played by political struggles and 
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events; of course, within their general dependence upon economic conditions. Or Capital, the section on the 
working day, for instance, where legislation, which is surely a political act, has such a trenchant effect. Or the 
section on the history of the bourgeoisie. (Chapter XXIV.) Or why do we fight for the political dictatorship of the 
proletariat if political power is economically impotent? Force (that is state power) is also an economic power. 

But I have no time to criticise the book now. I must first get Vol. III out and besides I think too that 
Bernstein, for instance, could deal with it quite effectively. 

What these gentlemen all lack is dialectic. They never see anything but here cause and there effect. That 
this is a hollow abstraction, that such metaphysical polar opposites only exist in the real world during crises, while 
the whole vast process proceeds in the form of interaction (though of very unequal forces, the economic 
movement being by far the strongest, most elemental and most decisive) and that here everything is relative and 
nothing is absolute--this they never begin to see. Hegel has never existed for them. 
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Karl Marx, Grundrisse, NOTEBOOK III, 29 November - c. mid-December 1857, 305-310. 
 

Production process as content of capital. Productive and unproductive labour (productive labour—that 
which produces capital).—The worker relates to his labour as exchange value, the capitalist as use value etc.—
He divests himself [entäussert sich] of labour as the wealth-producing power. (Capital appropriates it as such.) 
Transformation of labour into capital etc. Sismondi, Cherbuliez, Say, Ricardo, Proudhon etc. 

[Labour Process and Process of Valorisation] 
Nothing can emerge at the end of the process which did not appear as a presupposition and precondition 

at the beginning. But, on the other hand, everything also has to come out. Thus, if at the end of the process of 
production, which was begun with the presuppositions of capital, capital appears to have vanished as a formal 
relation, then this can have taken place only because the invisible threads which draw it through the process have 
been overlooked. Let us therefore consider this side. 

The first result, then, is this: 
(a) Capital becomes the process of production through the incorporation of labour into capital; initially, 

however, it becomes the material process of production; the process of production in general, so that the process 
of the production of capital is not distinct from the material process of production as such. Its formal character is 
completely extinguished. Because capital has exchanged a part of its objective being for labour, its objective 
being is itself internally divided into object and labour; the connection between them forms the production 
process, or, more precisely, the labour process. With that, the labour process posited prior to value, as point of 
departure—which, owing to its abstractness, its pure materiality, is common to all forms of production—here 
reappears again within capital, as a process which proceeds within its substance and forms its content. 
(It will be seen that even within the production process itself this extinguishing of the formal character is merely a 
semblance.) [9] 

In so far as capital is value, but appears as a process initially in the form of the simple production process, 
the production process posited in no particular economic form, but rather, the production process pure and simple, 
to that extent—depending on which particular aspect of the simple production process (which, as such, as we saw, 
by no means presupposes capital, but is common to all modes of production) is fixed on—it can be said that 
capital becomes product, or that it is instrument of labour or raw material for labour. Further, if it is conceived in 
one of the aspects which confronts labour as material or as mere means, then it is correct to say that capital is not 
productive, [*] because it is then regarded merely as the object, the material which confronts labour; as merely 
passive. The correct thing, however, is that it appears not as one of these aspects, nor as a difference within one of 
these aspects, nor as mere result (product), but rather as the simple production process itself; that this latter now 
appears as the self-propelling content of capital. 

(b) Now to look at the side of the form-character, such as it preserves and modifies itself in the production 
process. 

As use value, labour exists only for capital, and is itself the use value of capital, i.e. the mediating activity 
by means of which it realizes [verwerter] itself. Capital, as that which reproduces and increases its value, is 
autonomous exchange value (money), as a process, as the process of realization. Therefore, labour does not exist 
as a use value for the worker; for him it is therefore not apower productive of wealth, [and] not a means or the 
activity of gaining wealth. He brings it as a use value into the exchange with capital, which then confronts him not 
as capital but rather as money. In relation to the worker, it is capital as capital only in the consumption of labour, 
which initially falls outside this exchange and is independent of it. A use value for capital, labour is a mere 
exchange value for the worker; available exchange value. It is posited as such in the act of exchange with capital, 
through its sale for money. The use value of a thing does not concern its seller as such, but only its buyer. The 
property of saltpetre, that it can be used to make gunpowder, does not determine the price of saltpetre; rather, this 
price is determined by the cost of production of saltpetre, by the amount of labour objectified in it. The value of 
use values which enter circulation as prices is not the product of circulation, although it realizes itself only in 
circulation; rather, it is presupposed to it, and is realized only through exchange for money. Similarly, the labour 
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which the worker sells as a use value to capital is, for the worker, his exchange value, which he wants to realize, 
but which is already determined prior to this act of exchange and presupposed to it as a condition, and is 
determined like the value of every other commodity by supply and demand; or, in general, which is our only 
concern here, by the cost of production, the amount of objectified labour, by means of which the labouring 
capacity of the worker has been produced and which he therefore obtains for it, as its equivalent. The exchange 
value of labour, the realization of which takes place in the process of exchange with the capitalist, is therefore 
presupposed, predetermined , and only undergoes the formal modification which every only ideally posited price 
takes on when it is realized. It is not determined by the use value of labour. It has a use value for the worker 
himself only in so far as it is exchange value, not in so far as it produces exchange values. It has exchange value 
for capital only in so far as it is use value. It is a use value, as distinct from exchange value, not for the worker 
himself, but only for capital. The worker therefore sells labour as a simple, predetermined exchange value, 
determined by a previous process—he sells labour itself as objectified labour; i.e. he sells labour only in so far as 
it already objectifies a definite amount of labour, hence in so far as its equivalent is already measured, given; 
capital buys it as living labour, as the general productive force of wealth; activity which increases wealth. It is 
clear, therefore, that the worker cannot become rich in this exchange, since, in exchange for his labour capacity as 
a fixed, available magnitude, he surrenders its creative power, like Esau his birthright for a mess of pottage. 
Rather, he necessarily impoverishes himself, as we shall see further on, because the creative power of his labour 
establishes itself as the power of capital, as an alien power confronting him. He divests himself [entaüssert sich] 
of labour as the force productive of wealth; capital appropriates it, as such. The separation between labour and 
property in the product of labour, between labour and wealth, is thus posited in this act of exchange itself. What 
appears paradoxical as result is already contained in the presupposition. The economists have expressed this more 
or less empirically. Thus the productivity of his labour, his labour in general, in so far as it is not a capacity but a 
motion, real labour, comes to confront the worker as an alien power; capital, inversely, realizes itself through the 
appropriation of alien labour. (At least the possibility of realization is thereby posited; as result of the exchange 
between labour and capital. The relation is realized only in the act of production itself, where capital really 
consumes the alien labour.) Just as labour, as a presupposed exchange value, is exchanged for an equivalent in 
money, so the latter is again exchanged for an equivalent in commodities, which are consumed. In this process of 
exchange, labour is not productive; it becomes so only for capital; it can take out of circulation only what it has 
thrown into it, a predetermined amount of commodities, which is as little its own product as it is its own value, 
Sismondi says that the workers exchange their labour for grain, which they consume, while their labour 'has 
become capital for its master'. (Sismondi, VI.) [13] "Giving their labour in exchange, the workers transform it 
into capital.' (id., VIII.) [14] By selling his labour to the capitalist, the worker obtains a right only to the price of 
labour, not to the product of his labour, nor to the value which his labour has added to it. (Cherbuliez XXVIII.) 
'Sale of labour = renunciation of all fruits of labour.' (loc.cit.) [15] Thus all the progress of civilization, or in 
other words every increase in the powers of social production[gesellschaftliche Produktivkräfte], if you like, in 
the productive powers of labour itself— such as results from science, inventions, division and combination of 
labour, improved means of communication, creation of the world market, machinery etc. - enriches not the worker 
but rather capital; hence it only magnifies again the power dominating over labour; increases only the productive 
power of capital. Since capital is the antithesis of the worker, this merely increases the objective power standing 
over labour. The transformation of labour (as living, purposive activity) into capital is, in itself, the result of the 
exchange between capital and labour, in so far as it gives the capitalist the title of ownership to the product of 
labour (and command over the same). This transformation is positedonly in the production processitself. Thus, 
the question whether capital is productive or not is absurd. Labour itself is productive only if absorbed into 
capital, where capital forms the basis of production, and where the capitalist is therefore in command of 
production. The productivity of labour becomes the productive force of capital just as the general exchange value 
of commodities fixes itself in money. Labour, such as it exists for itself in the worker in opposition to capital, that 
is, labour in its immediate being, separated from capital, is not productive. Nor does it ever become productive as 
an activity of the worker so long as it merely enters the simple, only formally transforming process of circulation. 
Therefore, those who demonstrate that the productive force ascribed to capital is a displacement, a transposition 
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of the productive force of labour, [16] forget precisely that capital itself is essentially this displacement, this 
transposition, and that wage labour as such presupposes capital, so that, from its standpoint as well, capital is this 
transubstantiation; the necessary process of positing its own powers as alien to the worker. Therefore, the 
demand that wage labour be continued but capital suspended is self-contradictory, self-dissolving. Others say, 
even economists, e.g. Ricardo, Sismondi etc., that only labour is productive, not capital. [17] But then they do not 
conceive capital [18] in its specific character as form, as a relation of production reflected into itself, but think 
only about its material substance, raw material etc. But these material elements do not make capital into capital. 
Then, however, they recall that capital is also in another respect a value, that is, something immaterial, something 
indifferent to its material consistency. Thus, Say: 'Capital is always an immaterial essence, because it is not 
material which makes capital, but the value of this material, a value which has nothing corporeal about it.' (Say, 
21.) [19] Or: Sismondi: 'Capital is a commercial idea.' (Sismondi, LX.) [20] But then they recall that capital is a 
different economic quality as well, other than value, since otherwise it would not be possible to speak of capital as 
distinct from value at all, and, if all capitals were value, all values as such would still not be capital. Then they 
take refuge again in its material form within the production process, e.g. when Ricardo explains that capital is 
'accumulated labour employed in the production of new labour', [21] i.e. merely as instrument of labour or 
material for labour. In this sense Say even speaks of the 'productive service of capital', [22] on which 
remuneration is supposed to be based, as if the instrument of labour as such were entitled to thanks from the 
worker, and as if it were not precisely because of him that it is posited as instrument of labour, as productive. This 
presupposes the autonomy of the instrument of labour, i.e. of its social character, i.e. its character as capital, in 
order to derive the privileges of capital from it. Proudhon's phrase 'le capital vaut, le travail produit' [23] means 
absolutely nothing more than: capital is value, and, since nothing further is here said about capital other than that 
it is value, that value is value (the subject of the judgement is here only another name for the predicate) [24]; and 
labour produces, is productive labour, i.e. labour is labour, since it is precisely nothing apart from 'produire'. [25] 
It must be obvious that these identical judgements do not contain any particularly deep wisdom, and that above 
all, they cannot express a relation in which value and labour enter into connection, in which they connect and 
divide in relation to one another, and where they do not lie side by side in mutual indifference. Already the fact 
that it is labour which confronts capital as subject, i.e. the worker only in his character as labour, and not he 
himself, should open the eyes. This alone, disregarding capital, already contains a relation, a relation of the worker 
to his own activity, which is by no means the 'natural' one, but which itself already contains a specific economic 
character. 

To the extent that we are considering it here, as a relation distinct from that of value and money, capital is 
capital in general, i.e. the incarnation of the qualities which distinguish value as capital from value as pure value 
or as money. Value, money, circulation etc., prices etc. are presupposed, as is labour etc. But we are still 
concerned neither with a particular form of capital, nor with an individual capital as distinct from other individual 
capitals etc. We are present at the process of its becoming. This dialectical process of its becoming is only the 
ideal expression of the real movement through which capital comes into being. The later relations are to be 
regarded as developments coming out of this germ. But it is necessary to establish the specific form in which it is 
posited at a certain point. Otherwise confusion arises. 
 
Notes: 
9. See below, discussion of the "Realization Process". 
13. Sismondi, Nouveaux Principes, Vol. I, p. 90. 
14. ibid., p. 105. 
15. Cherbuliez, Richesse ou pauvreté pp 58, 64. 
16. See above, n. 7. 
17. In Ricardo: On the Principles of Political Economy, pp. 320-37. In Sismondi: Études, Vol. I, p. 22. 
18. The MELI edition gives lassen (let, leave) rather than fassen (grasp, conceive, formulate); this is almost certainly either a 
misprint (the first of two on that page) or a misreading. 
19. Say, Traité d'économie politique, Vol. II, p. 429 n. 
20. Sismondi, Études, Vol. II, p. 273. 
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21. This is Adam Smith's phrase, not Ricardo's (Smith, Wealth of Nations, Vol. II, p. 355). 
22. Say, Traité d'économie politique, VoL II, p. 425. 
23. 'Capital has value, labour produces.' Proudhon, Système des contradictions éonomiques, Vol. I, p. 61. 
24. Cf. Hegel, Science of Logic, p. 633: 'In the judgement the subject is determined by the predicate... the predicate is 
determined in the subject.' 
25. 'The act of producing'. 
 
Karl Marx,  Grundrisse, NOTEBOOK IV, mid-December 1857- 22 January 1858, continued, 450-454. 

Surplus labour or surplus value becomes surplus capital. All determinants of capitalist production now 
appear as results of (wage) labour itself. The realization process [Verwirklichungsprozess] of labour at the same 
time its de-realization process [Entwirklichungsprozess] 

The new value, then, [is] itself posited as capital again, as objectified labour entering into the process of 
exchange with living labour, and hence dividing itself into a constant part -- the objective conditions of labour, 
material and instrument -- and the conditions for the subjective condition of labour, the existence of living labour 
capacity, the necessaries, subsistence goods for the worker. With this second entrance by capital in this form, 
some points appear clarified which were altogether unclear in its first occurrence -- as money in transition from its 
role as value to its role as capital. Now they are solved through the process of realization and production itself. In 
the first encounter, the presuppositions themselves appeared to come in from the outside, out of circulation; as 
external presuppositions for the arising of capital; hence not emergent from its inner essence, and not explained 
by it. These external presuppositions will now appear as moments of the motion of capital itself, so that it has 
itself -- regardless how they may arise historically -- pre-posited them as its own moments. 

Within the production process itself, surplus value, the surplus value procured through compulsion by 
capital, appeared as surplus labour, itself in the form of living labour, which, however, since it cannot create 
something out of nothing, finds its objective conditions laid out before it. Now this surplus labour appears in 
objectified form as surplus product, and, in order to realize itself as capital, this surplus product divides into a 
double form: as objective condition of labour -- material and instrument; as subjective -- consumption goods for 
the living labour now to be put to work. The general form as value -- objectified labour -- and objectified labour 
coming out of circulation -- is of course the general, self-evident presupposition. Further: the surplus product in its 
totality -- which objectifies surplus labour in its totality -- now appears as surplus capital (in contrast to the 
original capital, before it had undertaken this cycle), i.e. as independent exchange value, in which living labour 
capacity encounters its specific use value. All moments which confronted living labour capacity, and employed it 
as alien, external powers, and which consumed it under certain conditions independent of itself, are now posited 
as its own product and result. 

Firstly: surplus value or the surplus product are nothing but a specific sum of objectified living labour --
the sum of surplus labour. This new value which confronts living labour as independent, as engaged in exchange 
with it, as capital, is the product of labour. It is itself nothing other than the excess of labour as such above 
necessary labour -- in objective form and hence as value. 

Secondly: the particular forms which this value must adopt in order to realize itself anew, i.e. to posit 
itself as capital -- on one side as raw material and instrument, on the other as subsistence goods for labour during 
the act of production -- are likewise, therefore, only particular forms of surplus labour itself. Raw material and 
instrument are produced by it in such relations -- or, it is itself objectively posited in production as raw material 
and instrument in such a proportion -- that a given sum of necessary labour -- i.e. living labour which reproduces 
(the value of) the consumption goods -- can objectify itself in it, and objectify itself in it continuously, i.e. can 
always begin anew the diremption into the objective and subjective conditions of its self-preservation and self-
reproduction. In addition to this, living labour, in the process of reproducing its objective conditions, has at the 
same time posited raw material and instrument in such proportions that it can realize itself in them as surplus 
labour, as labour beyond the necessary, and can hence make them into material for the creation of new values. 
The objective conditions of surplus labour -- which are restricted to the proportion of raw arterial and instrument 
beyond the requirements of necessary labour, whereas the objective conditions of necessary labour divide within 
their objectivity into objective and subjective, into objective moments of labour as well as subjective 
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(consumption goods for living labour) -- therefore now appear, are therefore now posited, as the product, result, 
objective form, external existence of surplus labour itself. Originally, by contrast, the fact that instrument and 
necessaries were on hand in the amounts which made it possible for living labour to realize itself not only as 
necessary, but also as surplus labour -- this appeared alien to living labour itself, appeared as an act of capital. 
Thirdly: The independent, for-itself existence [Fürsichsein] of value vis-à-vis living labour capacity -- hence its 
existence as capital -- the objective, self-sufficient indifference, the alien quality [Fremdheit] of the objective 
conditions of labour vis-a-vis living labour capacity, which goes so far that these conditions confront the person of 
the worker in the person of the capitalist -- as personification [53] with its own will and interest -- this absolute 
divorce, separation of property, i.e. of the objective conditions of labour from living labour capacity -- that they 
confront him as alien property, as the reality of other juridical persons, as the absolute realm of their will -- and 
that labour therefore, on the other side, appears as alien labour opposed to the value personified in the capitalist, 
or the conditions of labour -- this absolute separation between property and labour, between living labour capacity 
and the conditions of its realization, between objectified and living labour, between value and value-creating 
activity -- hence also the alien quality of the content of labour for the worker himself -- this divorce now likewise 
appears as a product of labour itself, as objectification of its own moments. For, in the new act of production itself 
-- which merely confirmed the exchange between capital and living labour which preceded it -- surplus labour, 
and hence the surplus product, the total product of labour in general (of surplus labour as well as necessary 
labour), has now been posited as capital, as independent and indifferent towards living labour capacity, or as 
exchange value which confronts its mere use value. Labour capacity has appropriated for itself only the subjective 
conditions of necessary labour -- the means of subsistence for actively producing labour capacity, i.e. for its 
reproduction as mere labour capacity separated from the conditions of its realization -- and it has posited these 
conditions themselves as things, values, which confront it in an alien, commanding personification. The worker 
emerges not only not richer, but emerges rather poorer from the process than he entered. For not only has he 
produced the conditions of necessary labour as conditions belonging to capital; but also the value-creating 
possibility, the realization [Verwertung] which lies as a possibility within him, now likewise exists as surplus 
value, surplus product, in a word as capital, as master over living labour capacity, as value endowed with its own 
might and will, confronting him in his abstract, objectless, purely subjective poverty. He has produced not only 
the alien wealth and his own poverty, but also the relation of this wealth as independent, self-sufficient wealth, 
relative to himself as the poverty which this wealth consumes, and from which wealth thereby draws new vital 
spirits into itself, and realizes itself anew. All this arose from the act of exchange, in which he exchanged his 
living labour capacity for an amount of objectified labour, except that this objectified labour -- these external 
conditions of his being, and the independent externality [Ausserihmsein] (to him) of these objective conditions -- 
now appear as posited by himself, as his own product, as his own self-objectification as well as the objectification 
of himself as a power independent of himself, which moreover rules over him, rules over him through his own 
actions. 

In surplus capital, all moments are products of alien labour -- alien surplus labour transformed into 
capital; means of subsistence for necessary labour; the objective conditions -- material and instrument -- whereby 
necessary labour can reproduce the value exchanged for it in means of subsistence; finally the amount of material 
and instrument required so that new surplus labour can realize itself in them, or a new surplus value can be 
created. 

It no longer seems here, as it still did in the first examination of the production process, as if capital, for 
its part, brought with it any value whatever from circulation. Rather, the objective conditions of labour now 
appear as labour's product -- both to the extent that they are value in general, and as use values for production. But 
while capital thus appears as the product of labour, so does the product of labour likewise appear as capital -- no 
longer as a simple product, nor as an exchangeable commodity, but as capital; objectified labour as mastery, 
command over living labour. The product of labour appears as alien property, as a mode of existence confronting 
living labour as independent, as value in its being for itself; the product of labour, objectified labour, has been 
endowed by living labour with a soul of its own, and establishes itself opposite living labour as an alien power: 
both these situations are themselves the product of labour. Living labour therefore now appears from its own 
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standpoint as acting within the production process in such a way that, as it realizes itself in the objective 
conditions, it simultaneously repulses this realization from itself as an alien reality, and hence posits itself as 
insubstantial, as mere penurious labour capacity in face of this reality alienated [entfremdet] from it, belonging 
not to it but to others; that it posits its own reality not as a being for it, but merely as a being for others, and hence 
also as mere other-being [Anderssein], or being of another opposite itself. This realization process is at the same 
time the de-realization process of labour. It posits itself objectively, but it posits this, its objectivity, as its own 
not-being or as the being of its not-being -- of capital. It returns back into itself as the mere possibility of value-
creation or realization [Verwertung]; because the whole of real wealth, the world of real value and likewise the 
real conditions of its own realization [Verwirklichung] are posited opposite it as independent existences. As a 
consequence of the production process, the possibilities resting in living labour's own womb exist outside it as 
realities -- but as realities alien to it, which form wealth in opposition to it. 
 
Notes: 
53. The original text has 'personifications', evidently referring back to 'conditions'. 
 
Marx, Grundrisse, 461-3. 

Now, if we initially examine the relation such as it has become, value having become capital, and living 
labour confronting it as mere use value, so that living labour appears as a mere means to realize objectified, dead 
labour, to penetrate it with an animating soul while losing its own soul to it --and having produced, as the end-
product, alien wealth on one side and [, on the other,] the penury which is living labour capacity's sole possession 
-- then the matter is simply this, that the process itself, in and by itself, posits the real objective conditions of 
living labour (namely, material in which to realize itself, instrument with which to realize itself, and necessaries 
with which to stoke the flame of living labour capacity, to protect it from being extinguished, to supply its vital 
processes with the necessary fuels) and posits them as alien, independent existences -- or as the mode of existence 
of an alien person, as self-sufficient values for-themselves, and hence as values which form wealth alien to an 
isolated and subjective labour capacity, wealth of and for the capitalist. The objective conditions of living labour 
appear as separated, independent [verselbständigte] values opposite living labour capacity as subjective being, 
which therefore appears to them only as a value of another kind (not as value, but different from them, as use 
value). Once this separation is given, the production process can only produce it anew, reproduce it, and 
reproduce it on an expanded scale. How it does this, we have seen. The objective conditions of living labour 
capacity are presupposed as having an existence independent of it, as the objectivity of a subject distinct from 
living labour capacity and standing independently over against it; the reproduction and realization [Verwertung], 
i.e. the expansion of these objective conditions, is therefore at the same time their own reproduction and new 
production as the wealth of an alien subject indifferently and independently standing over against labour capacity. 
What is reproduced and produced anew [neuproduziert] is not only the presence of these objective conditions of 
living labour, but also their presence as independent values, i.e. values belonging to an alien subject, confronting 
this living labour capacity. The objective conditions of labour attain a subjective existence vis-à-vis living labour 
capacity -- capital turns into capitalist; on the other side, the merely subjective presence of the labour capacity 
confronted by its own conditions gives it a merely indifferent, objective form as against them -- it is merely a 
value of a particular use value alongside the conditions of its own realization [Verwertung] as values of another 
use value. Instead of their being realized [realisiert] in the production process as the conditions of its realization 
[Verwirklichung], what happens is quite the opposite: it comes out of the process as mere condition for their 
realization [Verwertung] and preservation as values for-themselves opposite living labour capacity. The material 
on which it works is alien material; the instrument is likewise an alien instrument; its labour appears as a mere 
accessory to their substance and hence objectifies itself in things not belonging to it. Indeed, living labour itself 
appears as alien vis-à-vis living labour capacity, whose labour it is, whose own life's expression 
[Lebensäusserung] it is, for it has been surrendered to capital in exchange for objectified labour, for the product of 
labour itself. Labour capacity relates to its labour as to an alien, and if capital were willing,to pay it without 
making it labour it would enter the bargain with pleasure. Thus labour capacity's own labour is as alien to it -- and 
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it really is, as regards its direction etc. -- as are material and instrument. Which is why the product then appears to 
it as a combination of alien material, alien instrument and alien labour -- as alien property, and why, after 
production, it has become poorer by the life forces expended, but otherwise begins the drudgery anew, existing as 
a mere subjective labour capacity separated from the conditions of its life. The recognition [Erkennung] of the 
products as its own, and the judgment that its separation from the conditions of its realization is improper --
forcibly imposed -- is an enormous [advance in] awareness [Bewusstsein], itself the product of the mode of 
production resting on capital, and as much the knell to its doom as, with the slave's awareness that he cannot be 
the property of another, with his consciousness of himself as a person, the existence of slavery becomes a merely 
artificial, vegetative existence, and ceases to be able to prevail as the basis of production. 
 
Marx, Grundrisse, 487-9. 

Do we never find in antiquity an inquiry into which form of landed property etc. is the most productive, 
creates the greatest wealth? Wealth does not appear as the aim of production, although Cato may well investigate 
which manner of cultivating a field brings the greatest rewards, and Brutus may even lend out his money at the 
best rates of interest. [1] The question is always which mode of property creates the best citizens. Wealth appears 
as an end in itself only among the few commercial peoples --monopolists of the carrying trade -- who live in the 
pores of the ancient world, like the Jews in medieval society. Now, wealth is on one side a thing, realized in 
things, material products, which a human being confronts as subject; on the other side, as value, wealth is merely 
command over alien labour not with the aim of ruling, but with the aim of private consumption etc. It appears in 
all forms in the shape of a thing, be it an object or be it a relation mediated through the object, which is external 
and accidental to the individual. Thus the old view, in which the human being appears as the aim of production, 
regardless of his limited national, religious, political character, seems to be very lofty when contrasted to the 
modern world, where production appears as the aim of mankind and wealth as the aim of production. In fact, 
however, when the limited bourgeois form is stripped away, what is wealth other than the universality of 
individual needs, capacities, pleasures, productive forces etc., created through universal exchange? The full 
development of human mastery over the forces of nature, those of so-called nature as well as of humanity's own 
nature? The absolute working-out of his creative potentialities, with no presupposition other than the previous 
historic development, which makes this totality of development, i.e. the development of all human powers as such 
the end in itself, not as measured on a predetermined yardstick? Where he does not reproduce himself in one 
specificity, but produces his totality? Strives not to remain something he has become, but is in the absolute 
movement of becoming? In bourgeois economics -- and in the epoch of production to which it corresponds -- this 
complete working-out of the human content appears as a complete emptying-out, this universal objectification as 
total alienation, and the tearing-down of all limited, one-sided aims as sacrifice of the human end-in-itself to an 
entirely external end. This is why the childish world of antiquity appears on one side as loftier. On the other side, 
it really is loftier in all matters where closed shapes, forms and given limits are sought for. It is satisfaction from a 
limited standpoint; while the modern gives no satisfaction; or, where it appears satisfied with itself, it is vulgar. 

What Mr Proudhon calls the extra-economic origin of property, by which he understands just landed 
property, [2] is the pre-bourgeois relation of the individual to the objective conditions of labour, and initially to 
the natural objective conditions of labour -- for, just as the working subject appears naturally as an individual, as 
natural being -- so does the first objective condition of his labour appear as nature, earth, as his inorganic body; he 
himself is not only the organic body, but also the subject of this inorganic nature. This condition is not his product 
but something he finds to hand -- presupposed to him as a natural being apart from him. Before we analyse this 
further, one more point: the worthy Proudhon would not only be able to, but would have to, accuse capital and 
wage labour -- as forms of property -- of having an extra-economic origin. For the encounter with the objective 
conditions of labour as separate from him, as capital from the worker's side, and the encounter with the worker as 
propertyless, as an abstract worker from the capitalist's side -- the exchange such as takes place between value and 
living labour, presupposes a historic process, no matter how much capital and labour themselves reproduce this 
relation and work out its objective scope, as well as its depth -- a historic process, which, as we saw, forms the 
history of the origins of capital and wage labour. In other words: the extra-economic origin of property means 
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nothing else than the historic origin of the bourgeois economy, of the forms of production which are theoretically 
or ideally expressed by the categories of political economy. But the fact that pre-bourgeois history, and each of its 
phases, also has its own economy and an economic foundation for its movement, is at bottom only the tautology 
that human life has since time immemorial rested on production, and, in one way or another, on social production, 
whose relations we call, precisely, economic relations. 
 
Notes: 
1. Cicero, Letters to Atticus, Vol. V, 21, lines 10-13; Vol. VI, 1, lines 3-7; Vol. VI, 2, lines 7-10. 
2. P.-J. Proudhon, Système des contradictions économiques, Vol. II, p. 265. 
 
Marx, Grundrisse, 704-706. 

Contradiction between the foundation of bourgeois production (value as measure) and its development. 
Machines etc. 

The exchange of living labour for objectified labour – i.e. the positing of social labour in the form of the 
contradiction of capital and wage labour – is the ultimate development of the value-relation and of production 
resting on value. Its presupposition is – and remains – the mass of direct labour time, the quantity of labour 
employed, as the determinant factor in the production of wealth. But to the degree that large industry develops, 
the creation of real wealth comes to depend less on labour time and on the amount of labour employed than on the 
power of the agencies set in motion during labour time, whose ‘powerful effectiveness’ is itself in turn out of all 
proportion to the direct labour time spent on their production, but depends rather on the general state of science 
and on the progress of technology, or the application of this science to production. (The development of this 
science, especially natural science, and all others with the latter, is itself in turn related to the development of 
material production.) Agriculture, e.g., becomes merely the application of the science of material metabolism, its 
regulation for the greatest advantage of the entire body of society. Real wealth manifests itself, rather – and large 
industry reveals this – in the monstrous disproportion between the labour time applied, and its product, as well as 
in the qualitative imbalance between labour, reduced to a pure abstraction, and the power of the production 
process it superintends. Labour no longer appears so much to be included within the production process; rather, 
the human being comes to relate more as watchman and regulator to the production process itself. (What holds for 
machinery holds likewise for the combination of human activities and the development of human intercourse.) No 
longer does the worker insert a modified natural thing [Naturgegenstand] as middle link between the object 
[Objekt] and himself; rather, he inserts the process of nature, transformed into an industrial process, as a means 
between himself and inorganic nature, mastering it. He steps to the side of the production process instead of being 
its chief actor. In this transformation, it is neither the direct human labour he himself performs, nor the time 
during which he works, but rather the appropriation of his own general productive power, his understanding of 
nature and his mastery over it by virtue of his presence as a social body – it is, in a word, the development of the 
social individual which appears as the great foundation-stone of production and of wealth. The theft of alien 
labour time, on which the present wealth is based, appears a miserable foundation in face of this new one, created 
by large-scale industry itself. As soon as labour in the direct form has ceased to be the great well-spring of wealth, 
labour time ceases and must cease to be its measure, and hence exchange value [must cease to be the measure] of 
use value. The surplus labour of the mass has ceased to be the condition for the development of general wealth, 
just as the non-labour of the few, for the development of the general powers of the human head. With that, 
production based on exchange value breaks down, and the direct, material production process is stripped of the 
form of penury and antithesis. The free development of individualities, and hence not the reduction of necessary 
labour time so as to posit surplus labour, but rather the general reduction of the necessary labour of society to a 
minimum, which then corresponds to the artistic, scientific etc. development of the individuals in the time set free, 
and with the means created, for all of them. Capital itself is the moving contradiction, [in] that it presses to reduce 
labour time to a minimum, while it posits labour time, on the other side, as sole measure and source of wealth. 
Hence it diminishes labour time in the necessary form so as to increase it in the superfluous form; hence posits the 
superfluous in growing measure as a condition – question of life or death – for the necessary. On the one side, 
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then, it calls to life all the powers of science and of nature, as of social combination and of social intercourse, in 
order to make the creation of wealth independent (relatively) of the labour time employed on it. On the other side, 
it wants to use labour time as the measuring rod for the giant social forces thereby created, and to confine them 
within the limits required to maintain the already created value as value. Forces of production and social relations 
– two different sides of the development of the social individual – appear to capital as mere means, and are merely 
means for it to produce on its limited foundation. In fact, however, they are the material conditions to blow this 
foundation sky-high. ‘Truly wealthy a nation, when the working day is 6 rather than 12 hours. Wealth is not 
command over surplus labour time’ (real wealth), ‘but rather, disposable time outside that needed in direct 
production, for every individual and the whole society.’ (The Source and Remedy etc. 1821, p. 6.) 
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PART II: THE MARXIST VIEW OF CHANGE 
 
Questions: 

1. What is the relationship between philosophical idealism and dialectical materialism? Between dialectical 
materialism and materialism? How does Marx characterize Feuerbach's philosophical errors in the 
Theses? 

2. What is the essence of dialectics? How can it be tested? 
3. Why is it difficult to simplify the study of dialectics? 
4. Ted Allen has written that the policy begun in colonial Virginia conferring a privileged status on European-

Americans in relation to African-Americans was the "invention" of the white race. What do you think of 
the notion that the white race was "invented"? Is it possible to speak of "race" as having an origin in 
historical times? 

5. Lenin connected the "betrayal" of the Second International to the new stage reached by capitalism. Would 
the failure of the Communist parties after 60 years to establish socialism in any country constitute 
conclusive evidence of another change in historical stages? (Debate over the definition of socialism is not 
the intended focus of this question, although it obviously must be considered part of the discussion.) 

6. How does the process of production in the U.S. today shape workers' attitudes toward consumption? What 
was different during the Great Depression? How will communism be different? 

7. Is the U.S. working class backward? Explain your answer. 
8. What is meant by "negation of the negation"? Give examples. Is this a conservative or a revolutionary 

concept? 
9. Find applications of Lenin's elements of dialectics in the Grundrisse passages in this and the previous 

session. Give particular attention to any examples of the "negation of the negation." 
10. What is the Marxist organization and who are we? 
 
- Reread: Karl Marx, “Theses on Feuerbach” 

 
Marx, Grundrisse, 88-94. 

(2) THE GENERAL RELATION OF PRODUCTION TO DISTRIBUTION, EXCHANGE, 
CONSUMPTION  

Before going further in the analysis of production, it is necessary to focus on the various categories which 
the economists line up next to it. 

The obvious, trite notion: in production the members of society appropriate (create, shape) the products of 
nature in accord with human needs; distribution determines the proportion in which the individual shares in the 
product; exchange delivers the particular products into which the individual desires to convert the portion which 
distribution has assigned to him; and finally, in consumption, the products become objects of gratification, of 
individual appropriation. Production creates the objects which correspond to the given needs; distribution divides 
them up according to social laws; exchange further parcels out the already divided shares in accord with 
individual needs; and finally, in consumption, the product steps outside this social movement and becomes a 
direct object and servant of individual need, and satisfies it in being consumed. Thus production appears as the 
point of departure, consumption as the conclusion, distribution and exchange as the middle, which is however 
itself twofold, since distribution is determined by society and exchange by individuals. The person objectifies 
himself in production, the thing subjectifies itself in the person; [9] in distribution, society mediates between 
production and consumption in the form of general, dominant determinants; in exchange the two are mediated by 
the chance characteristics of the individual. 

Distribution determines the relation in which products fall to individuals (the amount); exchange 
determines the production[10] in which the individual demands the portion allotted to him by distribution. 
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Thus production, distribution, exchange and consumption form a regular syllogism; production is the 
generality, distribution and exchange the particularity, and consumption the singularity in which the whole is 
joined together. This is admittedly a coherence, but a shallow one. Production is determined by general natural 
laws, distribution by social accident, and the latter may therefore promote production to a greater or lesser extent; 
exchange stands between the two as formal social movement; and the concluding act, consumption, which is 
conceived not only as a terminal point but also as an end-in-itself, actually belongs outside economics except in so 
far as it reacts in turn upon the point of departure and initiates the whole process anew. 

The opponents of the political economists – whether inside or outside its realm – who accuse them of 
barbarically tearing apart things which belong together, stand either on the same ground as they, or beneath them. 
Nothing is more common than the reproach that the political economists view production too much as an end in 
itself, that distribution is just as important. This accusation is based precisely on the economic notion that the 
spheres of distribution and of production are independent, autonomous neighbours. Or that these moments were 
not grasped in their unity. As if this rupture had made its way not from reality into the textbooks, but rather from 
the textbooks into reality, and as if the task were the dialectic balancing of concepts, and not the grasping of real 
relations! 

[Consumption and Production] 
(a1) Production is also immediately consumption. Twofold consumption, subjective and objective: the 

individual not only develops his abilities in production, but also expends them, uses them up in the act of 
production, just as natural procreation is a consumption of life forces. Secondly: consumption of the means of 
production, which become worn out through use, and are partly (e.g. in combustion) dissolved into their elements 
again. Likewise, consumption of the raw material, which loses its natural form and composition by being used up. 
The act of production is therefore in all its moments also an act of consumption. But the economists admit this. 
Production as directly identical with consumption, and consumption as directly coincident with production, is 
termed by them productive consumption. This identity of production and consumption amounts to Spinoza’s 
thesis: determinatio est negatio. [11] 

But this definition of productive consumption is advanced only for the purpose of separating consumption 
as identical with production from consumption proper, which is conceived rather as the destructive antithesis to 
production. Let us therefore examine consumption proper. 

Consumption is also immediately production, just as in nature the consumption of the elements and 
chemical substances is the production of the plant. It is clear that in taking in food, for example, which is a form 
of consumption, the human being produces his own body. But this is also true of every kind of consumption 
which in one way or another produces human beings in some particular aspect. Consumptive production. But, 
says economics, this production which is identical with consumption is secondary, it is derived from the 
destruction of the prior product. In the former, the producer objectified himself, in the latter, the object he created 
personifies itself. Hence this consumptive production – even though it is an immediate unity of production and 
consumption – is essentially different from production proper. The immediate unity in which production coincides 
with consumption and consumption with production leaves their immediate duality intact. 

Production, then, is also immediately consumption, consumption is also immediately production. Each is 
immediately its opposite. But at the same time a mediating movement takes place between the two. Production 
mediates consumption; it creates the latter’s material; without it, consumption would lack an object. But 
consumption also mediates production, in that it alone creates for the products the subject for whom they are 
products. The product only obtains its ‘last finish’ [12] in consumption. A railway on which no trains run, hence 
which is not used up, not consumed, is a railway only dunamei [13] and not in reality. Without production, no 
consumption; but also, without consumption, no production; since production would then be purposeless. 
Consumption produces production in a double way, (1) because a product becomes a real product only by being 
consumed. For example, a garment becomes a real garment only in the act of being worn; a house where no one 
lives is in fact not a real house; thus the product, unlike a mere natural object, proves itself to be, becomes, a 
product only through consumption. Only by decomposing the product does consumption give the product the 
finishing touch; for the product is production not as [14] objectified activity, but rather only as object for the active 
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subject; (2) because consumption creates the need for new production, that is it creates the ideal, internally 
impelling cause for production, which is its presupposition. Consumption creates the motive for production; it 
also creates the object which is active in production as its determinant aim. If it is clear that production offers 
consumption its external object, it is therefore equally clear that consumption ideally posits the object of 
production as an internal image, as a need, as drive and as purpose. It creates the objects of production in a still 
subjective form. No production without a need. But consumption reproduces the need. 

Production, for its part, correspondingly (1) furnishes the material and the object for consumption. [15] 
Consumption without an object is not consumption; therefore, in this respect, production creates, produces 
consumption. (2) But the object is not the only thing which production creates for consumption. Production also 
gives consumption its specificity, its character, its finish. Just as consumption gave the product its finish as 
product, so does production give finish to consumption. Firstly, the object is not an object in general, but a 
specific object which must be consumed in a specific manner, to be mediated in its turn by production itself. 
Hunger is hunger, but the hunger gratified by cooked meat eaten with a knife and fork is a different hunger from 
that which bolts down raw meat with the aid of hand, nail and tooth. Production thus produces not only the object 
but also the manner of consumption, not only objectively but also subjectively. Production thus creates the 
consumer. (3) Production not only supplies a material for the need, but it also supplies a need for the material. As 
soon as consumption emerges from its initial state of natural crudity and immediacy – and, if it remained at that 
stage, this would be because production itself had been arrested there – it becomes itself mediated as a drive by 
the object. The need which consumption feels for the object is created by the perception of it. The object of art – 
like every other product – creates a public which is sensitive to art and enjoys beauty. Production thus not only 
creates an object for the subject, but also a subject for the object. Thus production produces consumption (1) by 
creating the material for it; (2) by determining the manner of consumption; and (3) by creating the products, 
initially posited by it as objects, in the form of a need felt by the consumer. It thus produces the object of 
consumption, the manner of consumption and the motive of consumption. Consumption likewise produces the 
producer’s inclination by beckoning to him as an aim-determining need. 

The identities between consumption and production thus appear threefold: 
(1) Immediate identity: Production is consumption, consumption is production. Consumptive production. 

Productive consumption. The political economists call both productive consumption. But then make a further 
distinction. The first figures as reproduction, the second as productive consumption. All investigations into the 
first concern productive or unproductive labour; investigations into the second concern productive or non-
productive consumption. 

(2) [In the sense] that one appears as a means for the other, is mediated by the other: this is expressed as 
their mutual dependence; a movement which relates them to one another, makes them appear indispensable to one 
another, but still leaves them external to each other. Production creates the material, as external object, for 
consumption; consumption creates the need, as internal object, as aim, for production. Without production no 
consumption; without consumption no production. [This identity] figures in economics in many different forms. 

(3) Not only is production immediately consumption and consumption immediately production, not only 
is production a means for consumption and consumption the aim of production, i.e. each supplies the other with 
its object (production supplying the external object of consumption, consumption the conceived object of 
production); but also, each of them, apart from being immediately the other, and apart from mediating the other, 
in addition to this creates the other in completing itself, and creates itself as the other. Consumption accomplishes 
the act of production only in completing the product as product by dissolving it, by consuming its independently 
material form, by raising the inclination developed in the first act of production, through the need for repetition, to 
its finished form; it is thus not only the concluding act in which the product becomes product, but also that in 
which the producer becomes producer. On the other side, production produces consumption by creating the 
specific manner of consumption; and, further, by creating the stimulus of consumption, the ability to consume, as 
a need. This last identity, as determined under (3), (is) frequently cited in economics in the relation of demand and 
supply, of objects and needs, of socially created and natural needs. 
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Thereupon, nothing simpler for a Hegelian than to posit production and consumption as identical. And 
this has been done not only by socialist belletrists but by prosaic economists them selves, e.g. Say; [16] in the form 
that when one looks at an entire people, its production is its consumption. Or, indeed, at humanity in the abstract. 
Storch [17] demonstrated Say’s error, namely that e.g. a people does not consume its entire product, but also 
creates means of production, etc., fixed capital, etc. To regard society as one single subject is, in addition, to look 
at it wrongly; speculatively. With a single subject, production and consumption appear as moments of a single act. 
The important thing to emphasize here is only that, whether production and consumption are viewed as the 
activity of one or of many individuals, they appear in any case as moments of one process, in which production is 
the real point of departure and hence also the predominant moment. Consumption as urgency, as need, is itself an 
intrinsic moment of productive activity. But the latter is the point of departure for realization and hence also its 
predominant moment; it is the act through which the whole process again runs its course. The individual produces 
an object and, by consuming it, returns to himself, but returns as a productive and self-reproducing individual. 
Consumption thus appears as a moment of production. 

In society, however, the producer’s relation to the product, once the latter is finished, is an external one, 
and its return to the subject depends on his relations to other individuals. He does not come into possession of it 
directly. Nor is its immediate appropriation his purpose when he produces in society. Distribution steps between 
the producers and the products, hence between production and consumption, to determine in accordance with 
social laws what the producer’s share will be in the world of products. 

Now, does distribution stand at the side of and outside production as an autonomous sphere? 
 
Notes: 
9. MEW XIII substitutes 'in consumption'. 
10. MEW XIII substitutes 'products'. 
11. 'Determination is negation', i.e., given the undifferentiated self-identity of the universal world substance, to attempt to 
introduce particular determinations is to negate this self-identity. (Spinoza, Letters, No. 50, to J. Jelles, 2 June 1674). 
12. In English in the original. 
13. 'Potentially'. Cf. Aristotle, Metaphysics Bk VIII, Ch. 6, 2. 
14. The manuscript has: 'for the product is production not only as...'. MEW XIII substitutes: 'for the product is a product not 
as...'. 
15. The manuscript has 'for production'. 
16. Jean-Baptiste Say (1767-1832), 'the inane Say', who 'superficially condensed political economy into a textbook' (Marx), a 
businessman who popularized and vulgarized the doctrines of Adam Smith in his Traité d'économie politique, Paris, 1803. 
17. Heinrich Friedrich Storch (1766-1835), Professor of Political Economy in the Russian Academy of Sciences at St 
Petersburg. Say issued Storch's work Cours d'économie politique with critical notes in 1823; he attacked Say's interpretation 
of his views in Considérations sur la nature du revenu national, Paris, 1824, pp. 144—59. 
 
Marx, Grundrisse, 98-102. 

Exchange and production 
Circulation itself [is] merely a specific moment of exchange, or [it is] also exchange regarded in its 

totality. 
In so far as exchange is merely a moment mediating between production with its production-determined 

distribution on one side and consumption on the other, but in so far as the latter itself appears as a moment of 
production, to that extent is exchange obviously also included as a moment within the latter. 

It is clear, firstly, that the exchange of activities and abilities which takes place within production itself 
belongs directly to production and essentially constitutes it. The same holds, secondly, for the exchange of 
products, in so far as that exchange is the means of finishing the product and making it fit for direct consumption. 
To that extent, exchange is an act comprised within production itself. Thirdly, the so-called exchange between 
dealers and dealers is by its very organization entirely determined by production, as well as being itself a 
producing activity. Exchange appears as independent of and indifferent to production only in the final phase 
where the product is exchanged directly for consumption. But (1) there is no exchange without division of labour, 
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whether the latter is spontaneous, natural, or already a product of historic development; (2) private exchange 
presupposes private production; (3) the intensity of exchange, as well as its extension and its manner, are 
determined by the development and structure of production. For example. Exchange between town and country; 
exchange in the country, in the town etc. Exchange in all its moments thus appears as either directly comprised in 
production or determined by it. 

The conclusion we reach is not that production, distribution, exchange and consumption are identical, but 
that they all form the members of a totality, distinctions within a unity. Production predominates not only over 
itself, in the antithetical definition of production, but over the other moments as well. The process always returns 
to production to begin anew. That exchange and consumption cannot be predominant is self-evident. Likewise, 
distribution as distribution of products; while as distribution of the agents of production it is itself a moment of 
production. A definite production thus determines a definite consumption, distribution and exchange as well as 
definite relations between these different moments. Admittedly, however, in its one-sided form, production is 
itself determined by the other moments. For example if the market, i.e. the sphere of exchange, expands, then 
production grows in quantity and the divisions between its different branches become deeper. A change in 
distribution changes production, e.g. concentration of capital, different distribution of the population between 
town and country, etc. Finally, the needs of consumption determine production. Mutual interaction takes place 
between the different moments. This the case with every organic whole. 
 

(3) The Method of Political Economy 
When we consider a given country politico-economically, we begin with its population, its distribution 

among classes, town, country, the coast, the different branches of production, export and import, annual 
production and consumption, commodity prices etc. 

It seems to be correct to begin with the real and the concrete, with the real precondition, thus to begin, in 
economics, with e.g. the population, which is the foundation and the subject of the entire social act of production. 
However, on closer examination this proves false. The population is an abstraction if I leave out, for example, the 
classes of which it is composed. These classes in turn are an empty phrase if I am not familiar with the elements 
on which they rest. E.g. wage labour, capital, etc. These latter in turn presuppose exchange, division of labour, 
prices, etc. For example, capital is nothing without wage labour, without value, money, price etc. Thus, if I were 
to begin with the population, this would be a chaotic conception [Vorstellung] of the whole, and I would then, by 
means of further determination, move analytically towards ever more simple concepts [Begriff], from the 
imagined concrete towards ever thinner abstractions until I had arrived at the simplest determinations. From there 
the journey would have to be retraced until I had finally arrived at the population again, but this time not as the 
chaotic conception of a whole, but as a rich totality of many determinations and relations. The former is the path 
historically followed by economics at the time of its origins. The economists of the seventeenth century, e.g., 
always begin with the living whole, with population, nation, state, several states, etc.; but they always conclude by 
discovering through analysis a small number of determinant, abstract, general relations such as division of labour, 
money, value, etc. As soon as these individual moments had been more or less firmly established and abstracted, 
there began the economic systems, which ascended from the simple relations, such as labour, division of labour, 
need, exchange value, to the level of the state, exchange between nations and the world market. The latter is 
obviously the scientifically correct method. The concrete is concrete because it is the concentration of many 
determinations, hence unity of the diverse. It appears in the process of thinking, therefore, as a process of 
concentration, as a result, not as a point of departure, even though it is the point of departure in reality and hence 
also the point of departure for observation [Anschauung] and conception. Along the first path the full conception 
was evaporated to yield an abstract determination; along the second, the abstract determinations lead towards a 
reproduction of the concrete by way of thought. In this way Hegel fell into the illusion of conceiving the real as 
the product of thought concentrating itself, probing its own depths, and unfolding itself out of itself, by itself, 
whereas the method of rising from the abstract to the concrete is only the way in which thought appropriates the 
concrete, reproduces it as the concrete in the mind. But this is by no means the process by which the concrete 
itself comes into being. For example, the simplest economic category, say e.g. exchange value, presupposes 
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population, moreover a population producing in specific relations; as well as a certain kind of family, or 
commune, or state, etc. It can never exist other than as an abstract, one-sided relation within an already given, 
concrete, living whole. As a category, by contrast, exchange value leads an antediluvian existence. Therefore, to 
the kind of consciousness – and this is characteristic of the philosophical consciousness – for which conceptual 
thinking is the real human being, and for which the conceptual world as such is thus the only reality, the 
movement of the categories appears as the real act of production – which only, unfortunately, receives a jolt from 
the outside – whose product is the world; and – but this is again a tautology – this is correct in so far as the 
concrete totality is a totality of thoughts, concrete in thought, in fact a product of thinking and comprehending; 
but not in any way a product of the concept which thinks and generates itself outside or above observation and 
conception; a product, rather, of the working-up of observation and conception into concepts. The totality as it 
appears in the head, as a totality of thoughts, is a product of a thinking head, which appropriates the world in the 
only way it can, a way different from the artistic, religious, practical and mental appropriation of this world. The 
real subject retains its autonomous existence outside the head just as before; namely as long as the head’s conduct 
is merely speculative, merely theoretical. Hence, in the theoretical method, too, the subject, society, must always 
be kept in mind as the presupposition. 

But do not these simpler categories also have an independent historical or natural existence predating the 
more concrete ones? That depends. Hegel, for example, correctly begins the Philosophy of Right with possession, 
this being the subject’s simplest juridical relation. But there is no possession preceding the family or master-
servant relations, which are far more concrete relations. However, it would be correct to say that there are families 
or clan groups which still merely possess, but have no property. The simple category therefore appears in relation 
to property as a relation of simple families or clan groups. In the higher society it appears as the simpler relation 
of a developed organization. But the concrete substratum of which possession is a relation is always presupposed. 
One can imagine an individual savage as possessing something. But in that case possession is not a juridical 
relation. It is incorrect that possession develops historically into the family. Possession, rather, always 
presupposes this ‘more concrete juridical category’. There would still always remain this much, however, namely 
that the simple categories are the expressions of relations within which the less developed concrete may have 
already realized itself before having posited the more many-sided connection or relation which is mentally 
expressed in the more concrete category; while the more developed concrete preserves the same category as a 
subordinate relation. Money may exist, and did exist historically, before capital existed, before banks existed, 
before wage labour existed, etc. Thus in this respect it may be said that the simpler category can express the 
dominant relations of a less developed whole, or else those subordinate relations of a more developed whole 
which already had a historic existence before this whole developed in the direction expressed by a more concrete 
category. To that extent the path of abstract thought, rising from the simple to the combined, would correspond to 
the real historical process. 
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Hegel, Science of Logic, “Introduction: General Notion of Logic,” 44-59. 
 

§ 33 
In no science is the need to begin with the subject matter itself, without preliminary reflections, felt more strongly 
than in the science of logic. In every other science the subject matter and the scientific method are distinguished 
from each other; also the content does not make an absolute beginning but is dependent on other concepts and is 
connected on all sides with other material. These other sciences are, therefore, permitted to speak of their ground 
and its context and also of their method, only as premises taken for granted which, as forms of definitions and 
such-like presupposed as familiar and accepted, are to be applied straight-way, and also to employ the usual kind 
of reasoning for the establishment of their general concepts and fundamental determinations. 

§ 34 
Logic on the contrary, cannot presuppose any of these forms of reflection and laws of thinking, for these 
constitute part of its own content and have first to be established within the science. But not only the account of 
scientific method, but even the Notion itself of the science as such belongs to its content, and in fact constitutes its 
final result; what logic is cannot be stated beforehand, rather does this knowledge of what it is first emerge as the 
final outcome and consummation of the whole exposition. Similarly, it is essentially within the science that the 
subject matter of logic, namely, thinking or more specifically comprehensive thinking is considered; the Notion of 
logic has its genesis in the course of exposition and cannot therefore be premised. Consequently, what is premised 
in this Introduction is not intended, as it were, to establish the Notion of Logic or to justify its method 
scientifically in advance, but rather by the aid of some reasoned and historical explanations and reflections to 
make more accessible to ordinary thinking the point of view from which this science is to be considered. 

§ 35 
When logic is taken as the science of thinking in general, it is understood that this thinking constitutes the mere 
form of a cognition that logic abstracts from all content and that the so-called second constituent belonging to 
cognition, namely its matter, must come from somewhere else; and that since this matter is absolutely 
independent of logic, this latter can provide only the formal conditions of genuine cognition and cannot in its own 
self contain any real truth, not even be the pathway to real truth because just that which is essential in truth, its 
content, lies outside logic. 

§ 36 
But in the first place, it is quite inept to say that logic abstracts from all content, that it teaches only the rules of 
thinking without any reference to what is thought or without being able to consider its nature. For as thinking and 
the rules of thinking are supposed to be the subject matter of logic, these directly constitute its peculiar content; in 
them, logic has that second constituent, a matter, about the nature of which it is concerned. 

§ 37 
But secondly, the conceptions on which the Notion of logic has rested hitherto have in part already been 
discarded, and for the rest, it is time that they disappeared entirely and that this science were grasped from a 
higher standpoint and received a completely changed shape. 

§ 38 
Hitherto, the Notion of logic has rested on the separation, presupposed once and for all in the ordinary 
consciousness, of the content of cognition and its form, or of truth and certainty. First, it is assumed that the 
material of knowing is present on its own account as a ready-made world apart from thought, that thinking on its 
own is empty and comes as an external form to the said material, fills itself with it and only thus acquires a 
content and so becomes real knowing. 

§ 39 
Further, these two constituents — for they are supposed to be related to each other as constituents, and cognition 
is compounded from them in a mechanical or at best chemical fashion — are appraised as follows: the object is 
regarded as something complete and finished on its own account, something which can entirely dispense with 
thought for its actuality, while thought on the other hand is regarded as defective because it has to complete itself 
with a material and moreover, as a pliable indeterminate form, has to adapt itself to its material. Truth is the 
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agreement of thought with the object, and in order to bring about this agreement — for it does not exist on its own 
account — thinking is supposed to adapt and accommodate itself to the object. 

§ 40 
Thirdly, when the difference of matter and form, of object and thought is not left in that nebulous 
indeterminateness but is taken more definitely, then each is regarded as a sphere divorced from the other. 
Thinking therefore in its reception and formation of material does not go outside itself; its reception of the 
material and the conforming of itself to it remains a modification of its own self, it does not result in thought 
becoming the other of itself; and self-conscious determining moreover belongs only to thinking. In its relation to 
the object, therefore, thinking does not go out of itself to the object; this, as a thing-in-itself, remains a sheer 
beyond of thought. 

§ 41 
These views on the relation of subject and object to each other express the determinations which constitute the 
nature of our ordinary, phenomenal consciousness; but when these prejudices are carried out into the sphere of 
reason as if the same relation obtained there, as if this relation were something true in its own self, then they are 
errors — the refutation of which throughout every part of the spiritual and natural universe is philosophy, or 
rather, as they bar the entrance to philosophy, must be discarded at its portals. 

§ 42 
Ancient metaphysics had in this respect a higher conception of thinking than is current today. For it based itself 
on the fact that the knowledge of things obtained through thinking is alone what is really true in them, that is, 
things not in their immediacy but as first raised into the form of thought, as things thought. Thus this metaphysics 
believed that thinking (and its determinations) is not anything alien to the object, but rather is its essential nature, 
or that things and the thinking of them — our language too expresses their kinship — are explicitly in full 
agreement, thinking in its immanent determinations and the true nature of things forming one and the same 
content. 

§ 43 
But reflective understanding took possession of philosophy. We must know exactly what is meant by this 
expression which moreover is often used as a slogan; in general it stands for the understanding as abstracting, and 
hence as separating and remaining fixed in its separations. Directed against reason, it behaves as ordinary 
common sense and imposes its view that truth rests on sensuous reality, that thoughts are only thoughts, meaning 
that it is sense perception which first gives them filling and reality and that reason left to its own resources 
engenders only figments of the brain. In this self-renunciation on the part of reason, the Notion of truth is lost; it is 
limited to knowing only subjective truth, only phenomena, appearances, only something to which the nature of the 
object itself does not correspond: knowing has lapsed into opinion. 

§ 44 
However, this turn taken by cognition, which appears as a loss and a retrograde step, is based on something more 
profound on which rests the elevation of reason into the loftier spirit of modern philosophy. The basis of that 
universally held conception is, namely, to be sought in the insight into the necessary conflict of the determinations 
of the understanding with themselves. The reflection already referred to is this, to transcend the concrete 
immediate object and to determine it and separate it. But equally it must transcend these its separating 
determinations and straightway connect them. It is at the stage of this connecting of the determinations that their 
conflict emerges. This connecting activity of reflection belongs in itself to reason and the rising above those 
determinations which attains to an insight into their conflict is the great negative step towards the true Notion of 
reason. But the insight, when not thorough-going, commits the mistake of thinking that it is reason which is in 
contradiction with itself; it does not recognise that the contradiction is precisely the rising of reason above the 
limitations of the understanding and the resolving of them, Cognition, instead of taking from this stage the final 
step into the heights, has fled from the unsatisfactoriness of the categories of the understanding to sensuous 
existence, imagining that in this it possesses what is solid and self-consistent. But on the other hand, since this 
knowledge is self-confessedly knowledge only of appearances, the unsatisfactoriness of the latter is admitted, but 
at the same time presupposed: as much as to say that admittedly, we have no proper knowledge of things-in-
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themselves but we do have a proper knowledge of them within the sphere of appearances, as if, so to speak, only 
the kind of objects were different, and one kind, namely things-in-themselves, did not fall within the scope of our 
knowledge but the other kind, phenomena, did. This is like attributing to someone a correct perception, with the 
rider that nevertheless he is incapable of perceiving what is true but only what is false. Absurd as this would be, it 
would not be more so than a true knowledge which did not know the object as it is in itself. 

§ 45 
The criticism of the forms of the understanding has had the result already mentioned, that these forms do not 
apply to things-in-themselves. This can have no other meaning than that these forms are in themselves something 
untrue. But then if they are allowed to remain valid for subjective reason and experience, the criticism has not 
produced any alteration in them: they are left in the same shape for the subject knower as they formerly possessed 
for the object. If, however, they are inadequate for the thing-in-itself, still less must the understanding to which 
they are supposed to belong put up with them and rest content with them. If they cannot be determinations of the 
thing-in-itself, still less can they be determinations of the understanding to which one ought at least to concede the 
dignity of a thing-in-itself. The determinations of finite and infinite conflict in the same way, whether they are 
applied to time and space, to the world, or are determinations within the mind — just as black and white produce 
grey whether they are mixed on a canvas or on the palette. If our conception of the world is dissolved by the 
transference to it of the determinations of infinite and finite, still more is spirit itself, which contains both of them, 
inwardly self-contradictory and self-dissolving: it is not the nature of the material or the object to which they are 
applied or in which they occur that can make a difference for it is only through those determinations and in 
accordance with them that the object contains the contradiction. 

§ 46 
The forms of objective thinking, therefore, have been removed by this criticism only from the thing; but they have 
been left in the subject just as they were originally. That is to say, this criticism did not consider these forms on 
their own merits and according to their own peculiar content, but simply took them as accepted starting points 
from subjective logic: so that there was no question of an immanent deduction of them as forms of subjective 
logic, still less of a dialectical consideration of them. 

§ 47 
Transcendental idealism in its more consistent development, recognised the nothingness of the spectral thing-in-
itself left over by the Kantian philosophy, this abstract shadow divorced from all content, and intended to destroy 
it completely. This philosophy also made a start at letting reason itself exhibit its own determinations. But this 
attempt, because it proceeded from a subjective standpoint, could not be brought to a successful conclusion. Later 
this standpoint, and with it too the attempt to develop the content of pure science, was abandoned. 

§ 48 
But what is commonly understood by logic is considered without any reference whatever to metaphysical 
significance. This science in its present state has, it must be admitted, no content of a kind which the ordinary 
consciousness would regard as a reality and as a genuine subject matter. But it is not for this reason a formal 
science lacking significant truth. Moreover, the region of truth is not to be sought in that matter which is missing 
in logic, a deficiency to which the unsatisfactoriness of the science is usually attributed. The truth is rather that the 
insubstantial nature of logical forms originates solely in the way in which they are considered and dealt with. 
When they are taken as fixed determinations and consequently in their separation from each other and not as held 
together in an organic unity, then they are dead forms and the spirit which is their living, concrete unity does not 
dwell in them. As thus taken, they lack a substantial content — a matter which would be substantial in itself. The 
content which is missing in the logical forms is nothing else than a solid foundation and a concretion of these 
abstract determinations; and such a substantial being for them is usually sought outside them.  
But logical reason itself is the substantial or real being which holds together within itself every abstract 
determination and is their substantial, absolutely concrete unity. One need not therefore look far for what is 
commonly called a matter; if logic is supposed to lack a substantial content, then the fault does not lie with its 
subject matter but solely with the way in which this subject matter is grasped. 

§ 49 
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This reflection leads up to the statement of the point of view from which logic is to be considered, how it differs 
from previous modes of treatment of this science which in future must always be based on this, the only true 
standpoint. 

§ 50 
In the Phenomenology of Mind, I have exhibited consciousness in its movement onwards from the first immediate 
opposition of itself and the object to absolute knowing. The path of this movement goes through every form of the 
relation of consciousness to the object and has the Notion of science of its result. 

This Notion therefore (apart from the fact that it emerges within logic itself) needs no justification here 
because it has received it in that work; and it cannot be justified in any other way than by this emergence in 
consciousness, all the forms of which are resolved into this Notion as into their truth. To establish or explain the 
Notion of science ratiocinatively can at most achieve this, that a general idea of the Notion is presented to our 
thinking and a historical knowledge of it is produced; but a definition of science — or more precisely of logic — 
has its proof solely in the already mentioned necessity of its emergence in consciousness. The definition with 
which any science makes an absolute beginning. cannot contain anything other than the precise and correct 
expression of what is imagined to be the accepted and familiar subject matter and aim of the science. That 
precisely this is what is imagined is an historical asseveration in respect of which one can only appeal to such and 
such as recognised facts; or rather the plea can be advanced that such and such could be accepted as recognised 
facts. There will always be someone who will adduce a case, an instance, according to which something more and 
different is to be understood by certain terms the definition of which must therefore be made more precise or more 
general and the science too, must be accommodated thereto. This again involves argumentation about what should 
be admitted or excluded and within what limits and to what extent; but argumentation is open to the most 
manifold and various opinions, on which a decision can finally be determined only arbitrarily. In this method of 
beginning a science with its definition, no mention is made of the need to demonstrate the necessity of its subject 
matter and therefore of the science itself. 

§ 51 
The Notion of pure science and its deduction is therefore presupposed in the present work in so far as the 
Phenomenology of Spirit is nothing other than the deduction of it. Absolute knowing is the truth of every mode of 
consciousness because, as the course of the Phenomenology showed, it is only in absolute knowing that separation 
of the object from the certainty of itself is completely eliminated: truth is now equated with certainty and this 
certainty with truth. 

§ 52 
Thus pure science presupposes liberation from the opposition of consciousness. It contains thought in so far as 
this is just as much the object in its own self, or the object in its own self in so far as it is equally pure thought. As 
science, truth is pure self-consciousness in its self-development and has the shape of the self, so that the absolute 
truth of being is the known Notion and the Notion as such is the absolute truth of being. 

§ 53 
This objective thinking then, is the content of pure science. Consequently, far from it being formal, far from it 
standing in need of a matter to constitute an actual and true cognition, it is its content alone which has absolute 
truth, or, if one still wanted to employ the word matter, it is the veritable matter — but a matter which is not 
external to the form, since this matter is rather pure thought and hence the absolute form itself. Accordingly, logic 
is to be understood as the system of pure reason, as the realm of pure thought. This realm is truth as it is without 
veil and in its own absolute nature. It can therefore be said that this content is the exposition of God as he is in his 
eternal essence before the creation of nature and a finite mind.  

§ 54 
Anaxagoras is praised as the man who first declared that Nous, thought, is the principle of the world, that the 
essence of the world is to be defined as thought. In so doing he laid the foundation for an intellectual view of the 
universe, the pure form of which must be logic.  
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What we are dealing with in logic is not a thinking about something which exists independently as a base for our 
thinking and apart from it, nor forms which are supposed to provide mere signs or distinguishing marks of truth; 
on the contrary, the necessary forms and self-consciousness of thought are the content and the ultimate truth itself. 

§ 55 
To get some idea of this one must discard the prejudice that truth must be something tangible. Such tangibility is, 
for example, imported even into the Platonic Ideas which are in God's thinking, as if they are, as it were, existing 
things but in another world or region; while the world of actuality exists outside that region and has a substantial 
existence distinct from those Ideas and only through this distinction is a substantial reality. The Platonic Idea is 
the universal, or more definitely the Notion of an object; only in its Notion does something possess actuality and 
to the extent that it is distinct from its Notion it ceases to be actual and is a non-entity; the side of tangibility and 
sensuous self-externality belongs to this null aspect. But on the other side, one can appeal to the conceptions of 
ordinary logic itself; for it is assumed, for example, that the determinations contained in definitions do not belong 
only to the knower, but are determinations of the object, constituting its innermost essence and its very own 
nature. Or, if from given determinations others are inferred, it is assumed that what is inferred is not something 
external and alien to the object, but rather that it belongs to the object itself, that to the thought there is a 
correspondent being. 

§ 56 
It is implied generally in the use of forms of the Notion, of judgment, syllogism, definition, division, etc., that 
they are not merely forms of self-conscious thinking but also of the objective understanding. 
Thought is an expression which attributes the determination contained therein primarily to consciousness. But 
inasmuch as it is said that understanding, reason, is in the objective world, that mind and nature have universal 
laws to which their life and changes conform, then it is conceded that the determinations of thought equally have 
objective value and existence. 

§ 57 
The critical philosophy had, it is true, already turned metaphysics into logic but it, like the later idealism, as 
previously remarked, was overawed by the object, and so the logical determinations were given an essentially 
subjective significance with the result that these philosophies remained burdened with the object they had avoided 
and were left with the residue of a thing-in-itself, an infinite obstacle, as a beyond. But the liberation from the 
opposition of consciousness which the science of logic must be able to presuppose lifts the determinations of 
thought above this timid, incomplete standpoint and demands that they be considered not with any such limitation 
and reference but as they are in their own proper character, as logic, as pure reason. 

§ 58 
Kant moreover considers logic, that is, the aggregate of definitions and propositions which ordinarily passes for 
logic, to be fortunate in having attained so early to completion before the other sciences; since Aristotle, it has not 
lost any ground, but neither has it gained any, the latter because to all appearances it seems to be finished and 
complete. Now if logic has not undergone any change since Aristotle — and in fact, judging by modern 
compendiums of logic the changes frequently consist mainly in omissions — then surely the conclusion which 
should be drawn is that it is all the more in need of a total reconstruction; for spirit, after its labours over two 
thousand years, must have attained to a higher consciousness about its thinking and about its own pure, essential 
nature. 

A comparison of the forms to which spirit has raised itself in the practical and religious sphere and in 
every branch of science both physical and mental, with the form presented by logic which is spirit's consciousness 
of its own pure essence, reveals so vast a difference that the utter inadequacy and unworthiness of the latter 
consciousness in comparison with the higher consciousness displayed in those other spheres cannot fail to strike 
the most superficial observer. 

§ 59 
In point of fact the need for a reconstruction of logic has long since been felt. In form and in content, logic, as 
exhibited in the text-books, may be said to have fallen into contempt. It is still dragged in, but more from a feeling 
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that one cannot dispense with logic altogether and because the tradition of its importance still survives, rather than 
from a conviction that such commonplace content and occupation with such empty forms is valuable and useful. 

§ 60 
The additions of psychological, pedagogic and even physiological material which logic received in the past have 
subsequently been recognised almost universally as disfigurements. A great part of these psychological, 
pedagogic and physiological observations, laws and rules, whether they occur in logic or anywhere else, must 
appear very shallow and trivial in themselves; and without exception all those rules such as, for example, that one 
must think out and test what one reads in books or hears by word of mouth, that when one's sight is not good one 
should help one's eyes by wearing spectacles — rules which in textbooks of so-called applied logic were solemnly 
set out in paragraphs and put forward as aids to the attainment of truth — these must strike everyone as 
superfluous — except only the writer or teacher who finds difficulty in expanding by some means or other the 
otherwise scanty and life-less content of logic.' 

§ 61 
Regarding this content, the reason why logic is so dull and spiritless has already been given above. Its 
determinations are accepted in their unmoved fixity and are brought only into external relation with each other. In 
judgments and syllogisms the operations are in the main reduced to and founded on the quantitative aspect of the 
determinations; consequently everything rests on an external difference, on mere comparison and becomes a 
completely analytical procedure and mechanical calculation. The deduction of the so-called rules and laws, 
chiefly of inference, is not much better than a manipulation of rods of unequal length in order to sort and group 
them according to size — than a childish game of fitting together the pieces of a coloured picture puzzle. 
Consequently, this thinking has been equated, not incorrectly, with reckoning, and reckoning again with this 
thinking. In arithmetic, numbers are regarded as devoid of any concrete conceptual content, so apart from their 
wholly external relationship they have no meaning, and neither in themselves nor in their interrelationships are 
thoughts. When it is calculated in mechanical fashion that three-fourths multiplied by two-thirds makes one-half, 
this operation contains about as much and as little thought as calculating whether in a logical figure this or that 
kind of syllogism is valid. 

§ 62 
Before these dead bones of logic can be quickened by spirit, and so become possessed of a substantial, significant 
content, its method must be that which alone can enable it to be pure science. In the present state of logic one can 
scarcely recognise even a trace of scientific method. It has roughly the form of an empirical science. The 
empirical sciences have found for their own appropriate purposes their own peculiar method, such as it is, of 
defining and classifying their material. Pure mathematics, too, has its method which is appropriate for its abstract 
objects and for the quantitative form in which alone it considers them. I have said what is essential in the preface 
to the Phenomenology of Spirit about this method and, in general, the subordinate form of scientific method which 
can be employed in mathematics; but it will also be considered in more detail in the logic itself. Spinoza, Wolff 
and others have let themselves be misled in applying it also to philosophy and in making the external course 
followed by Notion-less quantity, the course of the Notion, a procedure which is absolutely contradictory. 

Hitherto philosophy had not found its method; it regarded with envy the systematic structure of 
mathematics, and, as we have said, borrowed it or had recourse to the method of sciences which are only 
amalgams of given material, empirical propositions and thoughts — or even resorted to crude rejection of all 
method. However, the exposition of what alone can be the true method of philosophical science falls within the 
treatment of logic itself; for the method is the consciousness of the form of the inner self-movement of the content 
of logic. 

In the Phenomenology of Mind I have expounded an example of this method in application to a more 
concrete object, namely to consciousness. Here we are dealing with forms of consciousness each of which in 
realising itself at the same time resolves itself, has for its result its own negation — and so passes into a higher 
form . All that is necessary to achieve scientific progress — and it is essential to strive to gain this quite simple 
insight — is the recognition of the logical principle that the negative is just as much positive, or that what is self-
contradictory does not resolve itself into a nullity, into abstract nothingness, but essentially only into the negation 
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of its particular content, in other words, that such a negation is not all and every negation but the negation of a 
specific subject matter which resolves itself, and consequently is a specific negation, and therefore the result 
essentially contains that from which it results; which strictly speaking is a tautology, for otherwise it would be an 
immediacy, not a result. Because the result, the negation, is a specific negation, it has content. It is a fresh Notion 
but higher and richer than its predecessor; for it is richer by the negation or opposite of the latter, therefore 
contains it, but also something more, and is the unity of itself and its opposite. It is in this way that the system of 
Notions as such has to be formed — and has to complete itself in a purely continuous course in which nothing 
extraneous is introduced. 

§ 63 
I could not pretend that the method which I follow in this system of logic — or rather which this system in its own 
self follows — is not capable of greater completeness, of much elaboration in detail; but at the same time I know 
that it is the only true method. This is self-evident simply from the fact that it is not something distinct from its 
object and content; for it is the inwardness of the content, the dialectic which it possesses within itself, which is 
the mainspring of its advance. It is clear that no expositions can be accepted as scientifically valid which do not 
pursue the course of this method and do not conform to its simple rhythm, for this is the course of the subject 
matter itself. 

§ 64 
In conformity with this method, I would point out that the divisions and headings of the books, sections and 
chapters given in this work as well as the explanations associated with them, are made to facilitate a preliminary 
survey and strictly are only of historical value. They do not belong to the content and body of the science but are 
compilations of an external reflection which has already run through the whole of the exposition and consequently 
knows and indicates in advance the sequence of its moments before these are brought forward by the subject 
matter itself. 

§ 65 
Similarly in the other sciences, such preliminary definitions and divisions are in themselves nothing else but such 
external indications; but even within the particular science they are not raised above this status. Even in logic, for 
example, we may be told perhaps that 'logic has two main parts, the theory of elements and methodology', then 
under the former there straightway follows perhaps the superscription, Laws of Thought; and then, Chapter I: 
Concepts. First Section: Of the Clearness of Concepts, and so on. These definitions and divisions, made without 
any deduction or justification, constitute the systematic framework and the entire connectedness of such sciences. 
Such a logic regards it as its vocation to talk about the necessity of deducing concepts and truths from principles; 
but as regards what it calls method, the thought of a deduction of it simply does not occur to it. The procedure 
consists, perhaps, in grouping together what is similar and making what is simple precede what is complex, and 
other external considerations. 

But as regards any inner, necessary connectedness, there is nothing more than the list of headings of the 
various parts and the transition is effected simply by saying Chapter II, or We come now to the judgments, and the 
like. 

§ 66 
The superscriptions and divisions, too, which appear in this system are not themselves intended to have any other 
significance than that of a list of contents. Besides, the immanent coming-to-be of the distinctions and the 
necessity of their connection with each other must present themselves in the exposition of the subject matter itself 
for it falls within the spontaneous progressive determination of the Notion. 

§ 67 
That which enables the Notion to advance itself is the already mentioned negative which it possesses within itself; 
it is this which constitutes the genuine dialectical moment. Dialectic in this way acquires an entirely different 
significance from what it had when it was considered as a separate part of Logic and when its aim and standpoint 
were, one may say, completely misunderstood. Even the Platonic dialectic, in the Parmenides itself and elsewhere 
even more directly, on the one hand, aims only at abolishing and refuting assertions through themselves and on 
the other hand, has for its result simply nothingness. 
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Dialectic is commonly regarded as an external, negative activity which does not pertain to the subject 
matter itself, having its ground in mere conceit as a subjective itch for unsettling and destroying what is fixed and 
substantial, or at least having for its result nothing but the worthlessness of the object dialectically considered. 

§ 68 
Kant rated dialectic higher — and this is among his greatest merits — for he freed it from the seeming 
arbitrariness which it possesses from the standpoint of ordinary thought and exhibited it as a necessary function of 
reason. Because dialectic was held to be merely the art of practising deceptions and producing illusions, the 
assumption was made forthwith that it is only a spurious game, the whole of its power resting solely on 
concealment of the deceit and that its results are obtained only surreptitiously and are a subjective illusion. True, 
Kant's expositions in the antinomies of pure reason, when closely examined as they will be at length in the course 
of this work, do not indeed deserve any great praise; but the general idea on which he based his expositions and 
which he vindicated, is the objectivity of the illusion and the necessity of the contradiction which belongs to the 
nature of thought determinations: primarily, it is true, with the significance that these determinations are applied 
by reason to things in themselves; but their nature is precisely what they are in reason and with reference to what 
is intrinsic or in itself. 

This result, grasped in its positive aspect, is nothing else but the inner negativity of the determinations as 
their self-moving soul, the principle of all natural and spiritual life. But if no advance is made beyond the abstract 
negative aspect of dialectic, the result is only the familiar one that reason is incapable of knowing the infinite; a 
strange result for — since the infinite is the Reasonable — it asserts that reason is incapable of knowing the 
Reasonable. 

§ 69 
It is in this dialectic as it is here understood, that is, in the grasping of opposites in their unity or of the positive in 
the negative, that speculative thought consists. 

It is the most important aspect of dialectic, but for thinking which is as yet unpractised and unfree it is the 
most difficult. Such thinking, if it is still engaged in breaking itself of the habit of employing sensuously concrete 
terms and of ratiocination, must first practise abstract thinking, hold fast Notions in their determinateness and 
learn to cognise by means of them. An exposition of logic to this end would, in its method, have to keep to the 
division of the subject above-mentioned and with regard to the more detailed contents, to the definitions given for 
the particular Notions without touching on the dialectical aspect. As regards its external structure, such an 
exposition would resemble the usual presentation of this science, but it would also be distinguished from it with 
respect to the content and still would serve for practice in abstract thinking, though not in speculative thinking, a 
purpose which can never be realised by the logic which has become popular through the addition of psychological 
and anthropological material. It would give to mind the picture of a methodically ordered whole, although the soul 
of the structure, the method (which dwells in the dialectical aspect) would not itself appear in it. 

§ 70 
Finally, with respect to education and the relation of the individual to logic, I would further remark that this 
science, like grammar, appears in two different aspects or values. It is one thing for him who comes to it and the 
sciences generally for the first time, but it is another thing for him who comes back to it from these sciences. He 
who begins the study of grammar finds in its forms and laws dry abstractions, arbitrary rules, in general an 
isolated collection of definitions and terms which exhibit only the value and significance of what is implied in 
their immediate meaning; there is nothing to be known in them other than themselves. On the other hand, he who 
has mastered a language and at the same time has a comparative knowledge of other languages, he alone can 
make contact with the spirit and culture of a people through the grammar of its language; the same rules and 
forms now have a substantial, living value. Similarly, he who approaches this science at first finds in logic an 
isolated system of abstractions which, confined within itself, does not embrace within its scope the other 
knowledges and sciences. 

On the contrary, when contrasted with the wealth of the world as pictorially conceived, with the 
apparently real content of the other sciences, and compared with the promise of absolute science to unveil the 
essential being of this wealth, the inner nature of mind and the world, the truth, then this science in its abstract 
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shape, in the colourless, cold simplicity of its pure determinations looks as if it could achieve anything sooner 
than the fulfilment of its promise and seems to confront that richness as an empty, insubstantial form. The first 
acquaintance with logic confines its significance to itself alone; its content passes only for a detached occupation 
with the determinations of thought, alongside which other scientific activities possess on their own account a 
matter and content of their own, on which logic may perhaps have a formal influence, though an influence which 
comes only from itself and which if necessary can of course also be dispensed with so far as the scientific 
structure and its study are concerned. 

The other sciences have on the whole discarded the correct method, that is, a sequence of definitions, 
axioms, theorems and their proofs, etc.; so-called natural logic now has its own validity in the sciences and 
manages to get along without any special knowledge of the nature of thought itself. But the matter and content of 
these sciences is held to be completely independent of logic and also has more appeal for sense, feeling, figurate 
conception, and practical interest of any kind.  

§ 71 
At first, therefore, logic must indeed be learnt as something which one understands and sees into quite well but in 
which, at the beginning, one feels the lack of scope and depth and a wider significance. It is only after profounder 
acquaintance with the other sciences that logic ceases to be for subjective spirit a merely abstract universal and 
reveals itself as the universal which embraces within itself the wealth of the particular — just as the same proverb, 
in the mouth of a youth who understands it quite well, does not possess the wide range of meaning which it has in 
the mind of a man with the experience of a lifetime behind him, for whom the meaning is expressed in all its 
power. Thus the value of logic is only apprehended when it is preceded by experience of the sciences; it then 
displays itself to mind as the universal truth, not as a particular knowledge alongside other matters and realities, 
but as the essential being of all these latter.  

§ 72 
Now although the mind is not conscious of this power of logic at the beginning of its study, it none the less 
receives within itself through such study the power which leads it into all truth. The system of logic is the realm 
of shadows, the world of simple essentialities freed from all sensuous concreteness. The study of this science, to 
dwell and labour in this shadowy realm, is the absolute culture and discipline of consciousness. In logic, 
consciousness is busy with something remote from sensuous intuitions and aims, from feelings, from the merely 
imagined world of figurate conception. Considered from its negative aspect, this business consists in holding off 
the contingency of ordinary thinking and the arbitrary selection of particular grounds — or their opposites — as 
valid. 

§ 73 
But above all, thought acquires thereby self-reliance and independence. It becomes at home in abstractions and in 
progressing by means of Notions free from sensuous substrata, develops an unsuspected power of assimilating in 
rational form all the various knowledges and sciences in their complex variety, of grasping and retaining them in 
their essential character, stripping them of their external features and in this way extracting from them the logical 
element, or what is the same thing, filling the abstract basis of Logic acquired by study with the substantial 
content of absolute truth and giving it the value of a universal which no longer stands as a particular alongside 
other particulars but includes them all within its grasp and is their essence, the absolutely True. 
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Hegel, Phenomenology, 80-84. 
 
5.   The absolute is subject – 

Φ 17. In my view – a view which the developed exposition of the system itself can alone justify – 
everything depends on grasping and expressing the ultimate truth not as Substance but as Subject as well. At the 
same time we must note that concrete substantiality implicates and involves the universal or the immediacy of 
knowledge itself, as well as that immediacy which is being, or immediacy qua object for knowledge. If the 
generation which heard God spoken of as the One Substance was shocked and revolted by such a characterisation 
of his nature, the reason lay partly in the instinctive feeling that in such a conception self-consciousness was 
simply submerged, and not preserved. But partly, again, the opposite position, which maintains thinking to be 
merely subjective thinking, abstract universality as such, is exactly the same bare uniformity, is undifferentiated, 
unmoved substantiality. And even if, in the third place, thought combines with itself the being of substance, and 
conceives immediacy or intuition (Anschauung) as thinking, it is still a question whether this intellectual intuition 
does not fall back into that inert, abstract simplicity, and exhibit and expound reality itself in an unreal manner. 
 
6.   – and what this is 

Φ 18. The living substance, further, is that being which is truly subject, or, what is the same thing, is truly 
realised and actual (wirklich) solely in the process of positing itself, or in mediating with its own self its 
transitions from one state or position to the opposite. As subject it is pure and simple negativity, and just on that 
account a process of splitting up what is simple and undifferentiated, a process of duplicating and setting factors 
in opposition, which [process] in turn is the negation of this indifferent diversity and of the opposition of factors it 
entails. True reality is merely this process of reinstating self-identity, of reflecting into its own self in and from its 
other, and is not an original and primal unity as such, not an immediate unity as such. It is the process of its own 
becoming, the circle which presupposes its end as its purpose, and has its end for its beginning; it becomes 
concrete and actual only by being carried out, and by the end it involves.  

Φ 19. The life of God and divine intelligence, then, can, if we like, be spoken of as love disporting with 
itself; but this idea falls into edification, and even sinks into insipidity, if it lacks the seriousness, the suffering, the 
patience, and the labour of the negative. Per se the divine life is no doubt undisturbed identity and oneness with 
itself, which finds no serious obstacle in otherness and estrangement, and none in the surmounting of this 
estrangement. But this “per se” is abstract generality, where we abstract from its real nature, which consists in its 
being objective, to itself, conscious of itself on its own account (für sich zu sein); and where consequently we 
neglect altogether the self-movement which is the formal character of its activity. If the form is declared to 
correspond to the essence, it is just for that reason a misunderstanding to suppose that knowledge can be content 
with the “per se”, the essence, but can do without the form, that the absolute principle, or absolute intuition, 
makes the carrying out of the former, or the development of the latter, needless. Precisely because the form is as 
necessary to the essence as the essence to itself, absolute reality must not be conceived of and expressed as 
essence alone, i.e. as immediate substance, or as pure self-intuition of the Divine, but as form also, and with the 
entire wealth of the developed form. Only then is it grasped and expressed as really actual. 

Φ 20. The truth is the whole. The whole, however, is merely the essential nature reaching its 
completeness through the process of its own development. Of the Absolute it must be said that it is essentially a 
result, that only at the end is it what it is in very truth; and just in that consists its nature, which is to be actual, 
subject, or self-becoming, self-development. Should it appear contradictory to say that the Absolute has to be 
conceived essentially as a result, a little consideration will set this appearance of contradiction in its true light. 
The beginning, the principle, or the Absolute, as at first or immediately expressed, is merely the universal. If we 
say “all animals”, that does not pass for zoology; for the same reason we see at once that the words absolute, 
divine, eternal, and so on do not express what is implied in them; and only mere words like these, in point of fact, 
express intuition as the immediate. Whatever is more than a word like that, even the mere transition to a 
proposition, is a form of mediation, contains a process towards another state from which we must return once 
more. It is this process of mediation, however, that is rejected with horror, as if absolute knowledge were being 
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surrendered when more is made of mediation than merely the assertion that it is nothing absolute, and does not 
exist in the Absolute. 

Φ 21. This horrified rejection of mediation, however, arises as a fact from want of acquaintance with its 
nature, and with the nature of absolute knowledge itself. For mediating is nothing but self-identity working itself 
out through an active self-directed process; or, in other words, it is reflection into self, the aspect in which the ego 
is for itself, objective to itself. It is pure negativity, or, reduced to its utmost abstraction, the process of bare and 
simple becoming. The ego, or becoming in general, this process of mediating, is, because of its being simple, just 
immediacy coming to be, and is immediacy itself. We misconceive therefore the nature of reason if we exclude 
reflection or mediation from ultimate truth., and do not take it to be a positive moment of the Absolute. It is 
reflection which constitutes truth the final result, and yet at the same time does away with the contrast between 
result and the process of arriving at it. For this process is likewise simple, and therefore not distinct from the form 
of truth, which consists in appearing as simple in the result; it is indeed just this restoration and return to 
simplicity. While the embryo is certainly, in itself, implicitly a human being, it is not so explicitly, it is not by 
itself a human being (für sich); man is explicitly man only in the form of developed and cultivated reason, which 
has made itself to be what it is implicitly. Its actual reality is first found here. But this result arrived at is itself 
simple immediacy; for it is self conscious freedom, which is at one with itself, and has not set aside the opposition 
it involves and left it there, but has made its account with it and become reconciled to it.  
Φ 22. What has been said may also be expressed by saying that reason is purposive activity. The exaltation of so-
called nature at the expense of thought misconceived, and more especially the rejection of external purposiveness, 
have brought the idea of purpose in general into disrepute. All the same, in the sense in which Aristotle, too, 
characterises nature as purposive activity, purpose is the immediate, the undisturbed, the unmoved which is self-
moving; as such it is subject. Its power of moving, taken abstractly, is its existence for itself, or pure negativity. 
The result is the same as the beginning solely because the beginning is purpose. Stated otherwise, what is actual 
and concrete is the same as its inner principle or notion simply because the immediate qua purpose contains 
within it the self or pure actuality. The realised purpose, or concrete actuality, is movement and development 
unfolded. But this very unrest is the self; and it is one and the same with that immediacy and simplicity 
characteristic of the beginning just for the reason that it is the result, and has returned upon itself – while this 
latter again is just the self, and the self is self-referring and self-relating identity and simplicity. 

Φ 23. The need to think of the Absolute as subject, has led men to make use of statements like “God is the 
eternal”, the “moral order of the world”, or “love”, etc. In such propositions the truth is just barely stated to be 
Subject, but not set forth as the process of reflectively mediating itself with itself. In a proposition of that kind we 
begin with the word God. By itself this is a meaningless sound, a mere name; the predicate says afterwards what it 
is, gives it content and meaning: the empty beginning becomes real knowledge only when we thus get to the end 
of the statement. So far as that goes, why not speak alone of the eternal, of the moral order of the world, etc., or, 
like the ancients, of pure conceptions such as being, the one, etc., i.e. of what gives the meaning without adding 
the meaningless sound at all? But this word just indicates that it is not a being or essence or universal in general 
that is put forward, but something reflected into self, a subject. Yet at the same time this acceptance of the 
Absolute as Subject is merely anticipated, not really affirmed. The subject is taken to be a fixed point, and to it as 
their support the predicates are attached, by a process falling within the individual knowing about it, but not 
looked upon as belonging to the point of attachment itself; only by such a process, however, could the content be 
presented as subject. Constituted as it is, this process cannot belong to the subject; but when that point of support 
is fixed to start with, this process cannot be otherwise constituted, it can only be external. The anticipation that the 
Absolute is subject is therefore not merely not the realisation of this conception; it even makes realisation 
impossible. For it makes out the notion to be a static point, while its actual reality is self-movement, self-activity.  
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Vladimir Ilyich Lenin, On the Question of Dialectics (1915) 
  

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[1]) is the essence 
(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).  

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 of popularisation...”

In mathematics: + and —. Differential and integral. 
In mechanics: action and reaction. 
In physics: positive and negative electricity. 
In chemistry: the combination and dissociation of atoms. 
In social science: the class struggle.  

] and not as a law of cognition (and as a law of the objective 
world).  

The identity of opposites (it would be more correct, perhaps, to say their “unity,”—although the difference 
between the terms identity and unity is not particularly important here. In a certain sense both are correct) is the 
recognition (discovery) of the contradictory, mutually exclusive, opposite tendencies in all phenomena and 
processes of nature (including mind and society). The condition for the knowledge of all processes of the world in 
their “self-movement,” in their spontaneous development, in their real life, is the knowledge of them as a unity of 
opposites. Development is the “struggle” of opposites. The two basic (or two possible? Or two historically 
observable?) conceptions of development (evolution) are: development as decrease and increase, as repetition, 
and development as a unity of opposites (the division of a unity into mutually exclusive opposites and their 
reciprocal relation).  

In the first conception of motion, self - movement, its driving force, its source, its motive, remains in the 
shade (or this source is made external—God, subject, etc.). In the second conception the chief attention is directed 
precisely to knowledge of the source of “self” - movement.  

The first conception is lifeless, pale and dry. The second is living. The second alone furnishes the key to 
the “self-movement” of everything existing; it alone furnishes the key to “leaps,” to the “break in continuity,” to 
the “transformation into the opposite,” to the destruction of the old and the emergence of the new.  
The unity (coincidence, identity, equal action) of opposites is conditional, temporary, transitory, relative. The 
struggle of mutually exclusive opposites is absolute, just as development and motion are absolute.  

 

          NB: The distinction between subjectivism (scepticism, sophistry, etc.) and dialectics, incidentally, is that in 
(objective) dialectics the difference between the relative and the absolute is itself relative. For objective dialectics 
there is an absolute within the relative. For subjectivism and sophistry the relative is only relative and excludes 
the absolute.  

In his Capital, Marx first analyses the simplest, most ordinary and fundamental, most common and 
everyday relation of bourgeois (commodity) society, a relation encountered billions of times, viz., the exchange 
of commodities. In this very simple phenomenon (in this “cell” of bourgeois society) analysis reveals all the 
contradictions (or the germs of all contradictions) of modern society. The subsequent exposition shows us the 
development (both growth and movement) of these contradictions and of this society in the Σ[2] of its individual 
parts. From its beginning to its end.  

Such must also be the method of exposition (i.e., study) of dialectics in general (for with Marx the 
dialectics of bourgeois society is only a particular case of dialectics). To begin with what is the simplest, most 
ordinary, common, etc., with any proposition: the leaves of a tree are green; John is a man: Fido is a dog, etc. 
Here already we have dialectics (as Hegel’s genius recognised): the individual is the universal. (cf. Aristoteles, 
Metaphisik, translation by Schegler, Bd. II, S. 40, 3. Buch, 4. Kapitel, 8-9: “denn natürlich kann man nicht der 
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Meinung sin, daß es ein Haus (a house in general) gebe außer den sichtbaren Häusern,” “ού γρ άν ΰείημεν είναί 
τινα οίχίαν παρα τχς τινάς οίχίας”).[3] Consequently, the opposites (the individual is opposed to the universal) are 
identical: the individual exists only in the connection that leads to the universal. The universal exists only in the 
individual and through the individual. Every individual is (in one way or another) a universal. Every universal is 
(a fragment, or an aspect, or the essence of) an individual. Every universal only approximately embraces all the 
individual objects. Every individual enters incompletely into the universal, etc., etc. Every individual is connected 
by thousands of transitions with other kinds of individuals (things, phenomena, processes) etc. Here already we 
have the elements, the germs, the concepts of necessity, of objective connection in nature, etc. Here already we 
have the contingent and the necessary, the phenomenon and the essence; for when we say: John is a man, Fido is a 
dog, this is a leaf of a tree, etc., we disregard a number of attributes as contingent; we separate the essence from 
the appearance, and counterpose the one to the other.  

Thus in any proposition we can (and must) disclose as in a “nucleus” (“cell”) the germs of all the 
elements of dialectics, and thereby show that dialectics is a property of all human knowledge in general. And 
natural science shows us (and here again it must be demonstrated in any simple instance) objective nature with the 
same qualities, the transformation of the individual into the universal, of the contingent into the necessary, 
transitions, modulations, and the reciprocal connection of opposites. Dialectics is the theory of knowledge of 
(Hegel and) Marxism. This is the “aspect” of the matter (it is not “an aspect” but the essence of the matter) to 
which Plekhanov, not to speak of other Marxists, paid no attention.  

*  *  * 
Knowledge is represented in the form of a series of circles both by Hegel (see Logic) and by the modern 

“epistemologist” of natural science, the eclectic and foe of Hegelianism (which he did not understand!), Paul 
Volkmann (see his Erkenntnistheorische Grundzüge,[4] S.)  

“Circles” in philosophy: [is a chronology of persons essential? No!]  
Ancient: from Democritus to Plato and the dialectics of Heraclitus.  

Renaissance: Descartes versus Gassendi (Spinoza?) 
Modern: Holbach—Hegel (via Berkeley, Hume, Kant). Hegel—Feuerbach—Marx 

Dialectics as living, many-sided knowledge (with the number of sides eternally increasing), with an infinite 
number of shades of every approach and approximation to reality (with a philosophical system growing into a 
whole out of each shade)—here we have an immeasurably rich content as compared with “metaphysical” 
materialism, the fundamental misfortune of which is its inability to apply dialectics to the Bildertheorie,[5] to the 
process and development of knowledge.  
Philosophical idealism is only nonsense from the stand point of crude, simple, metaphysical 
materialism. From the standpoint of dialectical materialism, on the other hand, philosophical 
idealism is a one-sided, exaggerated, überschwengliches (Dietzgen)[6] development (inflation, 
distension) of one of the features, aspects, facets of knowledge, into an absolute, divorced 
from matter, from nature, apotheosised. Idealism is clerical obscurantism. True. But 

 

philosophical idealism is (“more correctly” and “in addition”) a road to clerical obscurantism 
through one of the shades of the infinitely complex knowledge (dialectical) of man.    

NB this 
 aphorism  

Human knowledge is not (or does not follow) a straight line, but a curve, which endlessly approximates a 
series of circles, a spiral. Any fragment, segment, section of this curve can be transformed (transformed one-
sidedly) into an independent, complete, straight line, which then (if one does not see the wood for the trees) leads 
into the quagmire, into clerical obscurantism (where it is anchored by the class interests of the ruling classes). 
Rectilinearity and one-sidedness, woodenness and petrification, subjectivism and subjective blindness—voilà the 
epistemological roots of idealism. And clerical obscrutantism (= philosophical idealism), of course, has 
epistemological roots, it is not groundless; it is a sterile flower undoubtedly, but a sterile flower that grows on the 
living tree of living, fertile, genuine, powerful, omnipotent, objective, absolute human knowledge.  

 
Notes 
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[1] See p. 348 of this volume—Ed. 
[2] summation—Ed. 
[3] “for, of course, one cannot hold the opinion that there can be a house (in general) apart from visible houses.”—
Ed. 
[4] P. Volkmann, Erkenntnistheorische Grundzüge der Naturwissenschaften, Leipzig-Berlin, 1910, p. 35.—Ed. 
[5] theory of reflection—Ed. 
[6] The reference to the use by Josef Dietzgen of the term “überschwenglich,” which means: exaggerated, 
excessive, infinite; for example, in the book Kleinere philosophische Schriften (Minor Philosophical Writings), 
Stuttgart, 1903, p. 204, Dietzgen uses this term as follows: “absolute and relative are not infinitely separated.” 
 
Lenin, Summary/Elements of Dialectics (1914) 
 

1.  the objectivity of consideration (not examples, not divergencies, but the Thing-in-itself). 
2. the entire totality of the manifold relations of this thing to others.  
3. the development of this thing, (phenomenon, respectively), its own movement, its own life.  
4. the internally contradictory tendencies (and sides) in this thing.  
5. the thing (phenomenon, etc.) as the sum  and unity of opposites.  
6. the struggle, respectively unfolding, of these opposites, contradictory strivings, etc.  
7. the union of analysis and synthesis—the break-down of the separate parts and the totality, the summation 

of 
these parts.  

8. the relations of each thing (phenomenon, etc.) are not only manifold, but general, universal. Each thing 
(phenomenon, process, etc.) is connected with  every other.  

9. not only the unity of opposites, but the transitions of every determination, quality, feature, side, property 
into every other (into its opposite?).  

10. the endless process of the discovery of new sides, relations, etc.  
11. the endless process of the deepening of man’s knowledge of the thing, of phenomena, processes, etc., from 

appearance to essence and from less profound to more profound essence.  
12. from co-existence to causality and from one form of connection and reciprocal dependence to another, 

deeper, more general form.  
13. the repetition at a higher stage of certain features, properties, etc., of the lower and  
14. the apparent return to the old (negation of the negation).  
15. the struggle of content with form and conversely. The throwing off of the form, the transformation of the 

content.  
16. the transition of quantity into quality and vice versa (15 and 16 are examples of 9). 

     

In brief, dialectics can be defined as the doctrine of the unity of 
opposites. This embodies the essence of dialectics, but it requires 
explanations and development.  
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Lenin, “Once Again on the Trade Unions” (1921), 92-4 
 
During the December 30 discussion, Bukharin reasoned as follows: 

“Comrade Zinoviev has said that the trade unions are a school of communism, and Trotsky has said that 
they are a technical and administrative apparatus for industrial management. I see no logical grounds for 
proof that either proposition is wrong; both, and a combination of both, are right” (p. 48). 

Bukharin and his “group” or “faction” make the same point in their thesis 6: “On the one hand, they [the trade 
unions] are a school of communism . . . and on the other, they are—increasingly—a component part of the 
economic apparatus and of state administration in general” (Pravda, January 16). 

That is where we find Comrade Bukharin’s fundamental theoretical mistake, which is substitution of 
eclecticism (especially popular with the authors of diverse “fashionable” and reactionary philosophical systems) 
for Marxist dialectics. 

When Comrade Bukharin speaks of “logical” grounds, his whole reasoning shows that he takes—
unconsciously, perhaps—the standpoint of formal or scholastic logic, and not of dialectical or Marxist logic. Let 
me explain this by taking the simple example which Comrade Bukharin himself gives. In the December 30 
discussion he said: 

“Comrades, many of you may find that the current controversy suggests something like this: two men 
come in and invite each other to define the tumbler on the lectern. One says:‘It is a glass cylinder, and a 
curse on anyone who says different.’ The other one says:‘A tumbler is a drinking vessel, and a curse on 
anyone who says different’”(p. 46). 

The reader will see that Bukharin’s example was meant to give me a popular explanation of the harm of one-track 
thinking. I accept it with gratitude, and in the one-good turn-deserves-another spirit offer a popular explanation of 
the difference between dialectics and eclecticism. 

A tumbler is assuredly both a glass cylinder and a drinking vessel. But there are more than these two 
properties, qualities or facets to it; there are an infinite number of them, an infinite number of “mediacies” and 
inter-relationships with the rest of the world. A tumbler is a heavy object which can be used as a missile; it can 
serve as a paper weight, a receptacle for a captive butterfly, or a valuable object with an artistic engraving or 
design, and this has nothing at all to do with whether or not it can be used for drinking, is made of glass, is 
cylindrical or not quite, and so on and so forth. 

Moreover, if I needed a tumbler just now for drinking, it would not in the least matter how cylindrical it 
was, and whether it was actually made of glass; what would matter though would be whether it had any holes in 
the bottom, or anything that would cut my lips when I drank, etc. But if I did not need a tumbler for drinking but 
for a purpose that could be served by any glass cylinder, a tumbler with a cracked bottom or without one at all 
would do just as well, etc. 

Formal logic, which is as far as schools go (and should go, with suitable abridgements for the lower 
forms), deals with formal definitions, draws on what is most common, or glaring, and stops there. When two or 
more different definitions are taken and combined at random (a glass cylinder and a drinking vessel), the result is 
an eclectic definition which is indicative of different facets of the object, and nothing more. 

Dialectical logic demands that we should go further. Firstly, if we are to have a true knowledge of an 
object we must look at and examine all its facets, its connections and “mediacies”. That is something we cannot 
ever hope to achieve completely, but the rule of comprehensiveness is a safeguard against mistakes and rigidity. 
Secondly, dialectical logic requires that an object should be taken in development, in change, in “self-movement” 
(as Hegel sometimes puts it). This is not immediately obvious in respect of such an object as a tumbler, but it, too, 
is in flux, and this holds especially true for its purpose, use and connection with the surrounding world. Thirdly, a 
full “definition” of an object must include the whole of human experience, both as a criterion of truth and a 
practical indicator of its connection with human wants. Fourthly, dialectical logic holds that “truth is always 
concrete, never abstract”, as the late Plekhanov liked to say after Hegel. (Let me add in parenthesis for the benefit 
of young Party members that you cannot hope to become a real, intelligent Communist without making a study—
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and I mean study—of all of Plekhanov’s philosophical writings, because nothing better has been written on 
Marxism anywhere in the world.[3b]) 
 
Notes: 
[3b] By the way, it would be a good thing, first, if the current edition of Plekhanov’s works contained a special volume or 
volumes of all his philosophical articles, with detailed indexes, etc., to be included in a series of standard textbooks on 
communism; secondly I think the workers’ state must demand that professors of philosophy should have a knowledge of 
Plekhanov’s exposition of Marxist philosophy and ability to impart it to their students. But all that is a digression from 
“propaganda” to “administration”—Lenin.  
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C.L.R. James, excerpts from Notes on Dialectics: Hegel and Marxism (delivered 1948). 
 

MOVEMENTS OF CATEGORIES 
 

… Hegel says:  
“But it is in the nature of the content and that alone which lives and stirs in philosophic cognition, while it 
is the very reflection of the content, which itself originates and determines the nature of philosophy”.  

- Hegel, Science of Logic, 35. 
This is the key to the Hegelian dialectic and therefore to Marxist thinking. We shall meet it again and again, and 
shall take it from every point of view until we get it. Thought is not an instrument you apply to a content. The 
content moves, develops, changes and creates new categories of thought, and gives them direction…. 
 

*** 
 There is a philosophical term in Hegel for thinking in finite categories. He calls it Understanding. When 
you recognize that the categories of thought are not finite but move, and when you know how and why they move, 
then your method is the method of Reason. Don’t think you know that categories move. You don’t. You just don’t 
until you know how and why. You be patient and humble. Hegel says it 1,000 times. All error, in thought and 
action, comes from this. All error. All. He is right, so we will, if you please, look and stop and look again and in 
and out and in and out and round and round and about, constantly setting off in different directions from the same 
spot. 
 

*** 
 “Understanding makes determinations and maintains them” (Ibid., 36). There is a reformist international, 
Mensheviks, a revolutionary international, Bolsheviks, there are general strikes, soviets (1917 model), a 
Bolshevik party, etc. We fit what we perceive into these categories. At every plenum we study them, we clarify 
them, and we change them a little. In reality, the old categories hold us by the throat, especially thinkers. The 
Russian revolution of February caused violent changes in Lenin’s categories. World War I set him revising the 
categories of the 2nd

 What we have to do therefore is to make one great experience of thinking in terms of Understanding and 
thinking about the same object in terms of Reason. We have the Logic, we have our experience with Trotskyism. 
Let us master them, testing one by the other. I can go so far as to say that in the Marxist movement, if you and 
some other person or group consistently clash in your estimate of some object, some problem, then one is right, he 
is using Reason, and the other, probably Understanding. There are various degrees of Understanding and Reason, 
but the dividing line is clear. In fact Hegel says there are three broad divisions of cognition: 

 International. You can for years at plenums and conventions, etc., develop and clarify and 
objectivize the subjective and subjectivize the objective and make a truly grand display of movement and 
opposition and so on, only to show by 1938, and to have exposed in 1941 that all our conceptions of revolutionary 
and reformist internationals of 1940 were the same old ones we had in 1917. We. But even this category, we, can 
be a finite, fixed determination or a dialectical category of Reason (caught you that time with everything down. I 
warned you to be careful). Yes. Let us examine “we.” For one thing many of us splitters had at the back of our 
minds that the Stalinists were going to support Stalin. Nobody said so. But it played a part in our calculations. So 
the “we” who still supported Leon Trotsky’s views in 1940 were not the “we” who did so in 1938. But nothing 
was said. It took us six years after the fact to clarify this matter and show what was the importance of this in Leon 
Trotsky’s calculations. No, the error of errors is to begin by believing you know that categories change and Leon 
Trotsky didn’t. He would have been able to lecture you on changing categories most profoundly. He talked about 
it all the time. But fixed and finite determinations held him by the throat to the end. 

1. Simple, every-day, commonsense, vulgar empiricism, ordinary perception. 
2. Understanding. 
3. Dialectics. 
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And, Holy heaven preserve us, if you do not get out to Dialectic and stay in Understanding too long you tumble 
right back into empiricism and commonsense. Again the Logic tells you how and why. 
 

*** 
 But, being humble and patient and inquiring, we ask, why should some use common sense or empirical 
perception, and some Understanding and some Dialectic? It is a question we shall touch upon as far as necessary, 
more in the later sections than here. But here again these categories as categories of thought will surprise us. They 
are not separate. They are connected. No man can think at all without this simple “perception,” the data of the 
senses, sometimes called intuition. But if you stay there, you get lost. You must break out of these fixed, limited, 
finite categories of sense, and you analyze, you so to speak, classify. You get a fine new set of thoughts and you 
fix sense data in those thoughts. A genuine empiricist sees the CIO as something that happened. It came, that’s all. 
A labor party? “I don’t think American workers will ever have one,” he says. Understanding, however, thinks in 
terms of the First International, Second International, Third International, in embryo. Hegel says that you need 
Understanding! You can’t go a step without it. You must have things fixed, in their categories, finite, limited, 
exact. All scientific thought must do form, Second International, Third (Lenin and his 21 points), you cannot 
move a step. You can’t begin to discuss. Strange, isn’t it, from a man who has been belaboring Understanding. 
This cognition is called Synthetic. It is associated with Kant. Understanding, therefore, is very important. Watch it 
again, it is a form of negation. It does not take objects as common sense, labels them, just as they are. It 
categorizes them, puts them in order, divides them into precise and limited, finite parts and groups. It negates. But 
precisely because it does not at once begin negating the determinations it has made it leads its user into trouble. 
He must move on to “mysticism,” reason, speculative truth. It is because Understanding is a necessary state that it 
is so dangerous. And note that it gets into trouble because the great sin of Analytic cognition is repeated by 
Synthetic Understanding when it makes logical determinations, thinks them out and keeps them permanent! It 
creates universals, a great state in thought, but the universals it creates assume permanence. They must therefore 
remain abstract. 
 Whether you say with Marx that schema reflects the material basis or with Hegel that material basis 
reflects the schema which is only Mind working itself out, the point is the connection between the two. Hegel, we 
remember, said most emphatically and will say it again that as the object moves, and it must move, spirit, 
philosophical knowing, moves too. The categories move and at a certain stage they have to change into new 
categories. Logic is the analysis of this movement of philosophical cognition, but movement of the different 
stages of philosophical, i.e., correct cognition, gives us the movement of the object. Which comes first, who gets 
the credit, is not important for us now. And one can learn plenty from Hegel about the Method and ignore his 
eternal mind. The study of philosophy is the study of the method of correct thinking. You must know 
categorization in general, movement in general, changes in categories in general, and then you can examine an 
object, e.g. the labor movement, its method of change, etc., conscious always of the general laws as exemplified 
in the particular concrete. Thus thee is a Universal logic of say drama, which is expressed in Greek, Elizabethean, 
classical or Sbavia drama, i.e., in a particular form of classification; a concrete, an individual example of it at a 
particular time in Aeschylus, or Racine or Shaw. Alas! Aristotle studies Sophocles & Co. and laid down certain 
categories which he drew from them. These he called the “Poetics.” And, oh! the rivers of sweat and conflicts of 
centuries in which men said that drama was to be fitted into those. A clear case of Understanding. Clear? Not 
clear to a good dialectician. What objective impulses in society maintained them as valid? And there is where a 
serious philosophical cognition can begin. 
 

*** 
 Hegel is going to make a tremendous organization and analysis of thoughts, categories, etc. But he takes 
time out to say, and we will forget this at our peril, that categories, the forms of logic, are in Desire, Will, etc., 
human feelings and actions. We abstract them to think about them. But they come from there. He says again that 
categories are used in everyday life—Battle, War, Nation are categories, for they sum up, generalize, an endless 
multitude of particular things, actions, etc. They help us to determine objective relations. Such categories have 
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been called Natural Logic. This warns us that the whole magnificent structure is rooted in the concrete. We are 
going to think about it and analyze it and speculate, but every serious movement has come from below. 
Consciousness, logic as the science of thought, though itself therefore is the link between us and things. But we 
had better here get hold of something else which this emphasis on the concrete means. Trotsky spent years, and 
we with him, pointing out how the workers were mistaken and deceived by Stalinism. Some of us still say that. 
Hegelianism is merciless on the talk of such deception. This support of Stalinism by the workers is an objective 
fact, one of the most potent objective facts. To say that the workers are fooled is to condemn the workers as being 
play-things of chance. No. The phenomenon of Stalinism requires that you take it as an impulse from below and 
incorporate it into your categories and drive them forward.  

This emphasis on the concrete is the most difficult thing to grasp about the dialectic. I’ll tell you why at 
once, in simple terms, which will become more and more complex. It involves the mental apparatus (and this 
Kant’s immortal contribution) with which you look at things. Here is a crude example. Having been trained to see 
reptiles as a crawling snake or lizard you cannot possibly look at a bird and recognize that its structure is so to 
speak reptilian. You have to strip the bird of its feathers, open it, examine it, and then this is the thing, organize in 
your mind a new conception of reptilian structure which includes birds. Until this is done, you will continue to 
exclude birds. They, you will say, they are different. You reject them. It is an elementary static example. What 
Hegel is saying is this, Stalinism is concrete truth, you watch it, accept it, respect it. That is the truth. But we are 
not empiricists. So our ideas, our speculative reason, our mental spectacles, our theory must be strenuously and 
systematically expanded so as to include Stalinism as a necessary, an inevitable, form of development of the labor 
movement. The workers are not mistaken. They are not deceived. Not in any serious sense of these words. They 
are making an experience that is necessary to their own development. Stop saying that they are deceived. Set 
down and reorganize your categories to fit this phenomenon. Let go that tight grip of your old categories which 
puts you in the position where all you do is to shout at Stalinism and predict it will do things which it does not do. 
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Marx, Capital, Part III: The Production of Absolute Surplus-Value (177-8). 
 

Chapter Seven: The Labour-Process and the Process of Producing Surplus-Value 
SECTION 1. THE LABOUR-PROCESS OR THE PRODUCTION OF USE-VALUES 

 
  The capitalist buys labour-power in order to use it; and labour-power in use is labour itself. The purchaser 
of labour-power consumes it by setting the seller of it to work. By working, the latter becomes actually, what 
before he only was potentially, labour-power in action, a labourer. In order that his labour may re-appear in a 
commodity, he must, before all things, expend it on something useful, on something capable of satisfying a want 
of some sort. Hence, what the capitalist sets the labourer to produce, is a particular use-value, a specified article. 
The fact that the production of use-values, or goods, is carried on under the control of a capitalist and on his 
behalf, does not alter the general character of that production. We shall, therefore, in the first place, have to 
consider the labour-process independently of the particular form it assumes under given social conditions.  
Labour is, in the first place, a process in which both man and Nature participate, and in which man of his own 
accord starts, regulates, and controls the material re-actions between himself and Nature. He opposes himself to 
Nature as one of her own forces, setting in motion arms and legs, head and hands, the natural forces of his body, 
in order to appropriate Nature’s productions in a form adapted to his own wants. By thus acting on the external 
world and changing it, he at the same time changes his own nature. He develops his slumbering powers and 
compels them to act in obedience to his sway. We are not now dealing with those primitive instinctive forms of 
labour that remind us of the mere animal. An immeasurable interval of time separates the state of things in 
which a man brings his labour-power to market for sale as a commodity, from that state in which human labour 
was still in its first instinctive stage. We pre-suppose labour in a form that stamps it as exclusively human. A 
spider conducts operations that resemble those of a weaver, and a bee puts to shame many an architect in the 
construction of her cells. But what distinguishes the worst architect from the best of bees is this, that the architect 
raises his structure in imagination before he erects it in reality. At the end of every labour-process, we get a result 
that already existed in the imagination of the labourer at its commencement. He not only effects a change of form 
in the material on which he works, but he also realises a purpose of his own that gives the law to his modus 
operandi, and to which he must subordinate his will. And this subordination is no mere momentary act. Besides 
the exertion of the bodily organs, the process demands that, during the whole operation, the workman’s will be 
steadily in consonance with his purpose. This means close attention. The less he is attracted by the nature of the 
work, and the mode in which it is carried on, and the less, therefore, he enjoys it as something which gives play to 
his bodily and mental powers, the more close his attention is forced to be.  

The elementary factors of the labour-process are 1, the personal activity of man, i.e., work itself, 2, the 
subject of that work, and 3, its instruments.  
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PART III: FROM HEGEL TO MARX 
 
Questions: 

1. In the conflict between master and slave described by Hegel, at what points can each be described as "class 
conscious"? 

2. "My dialectic method is not only different from the Hegelian, but is its direct opposite. To Hegel, the 
life-process of the human brain, i.e., the process of thinking, which, under the name of "the Idea," he even 
transforms into an independent subject, is the demiurgos of the real world, and the real world is only the 
external, phenomenal form of "the Idea." With me, on the contrary, the ideal is nothing else than the 
material world reflected by the human mind, and translated into forms of thought." [Capital I: 191 What, 
then, is the relationship of Marx to Hegel? 

3. Compare Lenin's statement that "the result of activity is the test of subjective cognition and the criterion of 
objectivity which truly is" [38:219] with his statement that the essence of dialectics "must be tested by the 
history of science." [38:357] Would Gramsci agree with Lenin's tests? 

 
- Reread: Karl Marx, Capital I (177-8); Karl Marx, Grundrisse (100-1) 

 
G. W. F. Hegel, Phenomenology of Mind, 228-40 
 
A: Independence and Dependence of Self-Consciousness: Lordship and Bondage 

Φ 178. SELF-CONSCIOUSNESS exists in itself and for itself, in that, and by the fact that it exists for 
another self-consciousness; that is to say, it is only by being acknowledged or “recognized”. The conception of 
this its unity in its duplication, of infinitude realizing itself in self-consciousness, has many sides to it and 
encloses within it elements of varied significance. Thus its moments must on the one hand be strictly kept apart in 
detailed distinctiveness, and, on the other, in this distinction must, at the same time, also be taken as not 
distinguished, or must always be accepted and understood in their opposite sense. This double meaning of what is 
distinguished lies in the nature of self-consciousness: — of its being infinite, or directly the opposite of the 
determinateness in which it is fixed. The detailed exposition of the notion of this spiritual unity in its duplication 
will bring before us the process of Recognition.  
 
1. Duplicated Self-Consciousness 

Φ 179. Self-consciousness has before it another self-consciousness; it has come outside itself. This has a 
double significance. First it has lost its own self, since it finds itself as an other being; secondly, it has thereby 
sublated that other, for it does not regard the other as essentially real, but sees its own self in the other.  

Φ 180. It must cancel this its other. To do so is the sublation of that first double meaning, and is therefore 
a second double meaning. First, it must set itself to sublate the other independent being, in order thereby to 
become certain of itself as true being, secondly, it thereupon proceeds to sublate its own self, for this other is 
itself.  

Φ 181. This sublation in a double sense of its otherness in a double sense is at the same time a return in a 
double sense into its self. For, firstly, through sublation, it gets back itself, because it becomes one with itself 
again through the cancelling of its otherness; but secondly, it likewise gives otherness back again to the other self-
consciousness, for it was aware of being in the other, it cancels this its own being in the other and thus lets the 
other again go free.  

Φ 182. This process of self-consciousness in relation to another self-consciousness has in this manner 
been represented as the action of one alone. But this action on the part of the one has itself the double significance 
of being at once its own action and the action of that other as well. For the other is likewise independent, shut up 
within itself, and there is nothing in it which is not there through itself. The first does not have the object before it 
only in the passive form characteristic primarily of the object of desire, but as an object existing independently for 
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itself, over which therefore it has no power to do anything for its own behalf, if that object does not per se do 
what the first does to it. The process then is absolutely the double process of both self-consciousnesses. Each sees 
the other do the same as itself; each itself does what it demands on the part of the other, and for that reason does 
what it does, only so far as the other does the same. Action from one side only would be useless, because what is 
to happen can only be brought about by means of both.  

Φ 183. The action has then a double entente not only in the sense that it is an act done to itself as well as 
to the other, but also in the sense that the act simpliciter is the act of the one as well as of the other regardless of 
their distinction.  

Φ 184. In this movement we see the process repeated which came before us as the play of forces; in the 
present case, however, it is found in consciousness. What in the former had effect only for us [contemplating 
experience], holds here for the terms themselves. The middle term is self-consciousness which breaks itself up 
into the extremes; and each extreme is this interchange of its own determinateness, and complete transition into 
the opposite. While qua consciousness, it no doubt comes outside itself, still, in being outside itself, it is at the 
same time restrained within itself, it exists for itself, and its self-externalization is for consciousness. 
Consciousness finds that it immediately is and is not another consciousness, as also that this other is for itself only 
when it cancels itself as existing for itself , and has self-existence only in the self-existence of the other. Each is 
the mediating term to the other, through which each mediates and unites itself with itself; and each is to itself and 
to the other an immediate self-existing reality, which, at the same time, exists thus for itself only through this 
mediation. They recognize themselves as mutually recognizing one another.  
 
2. The Conflict of Self-Consciousness in Self-opposition 

Φ 185. This pure conception of recognition, of duplication of self-consciousness within its unity, we must 
now consider in the way its process appears for self-consciousness. It will, in the first place, present the aspect of 
the disparity of the two, or the break-up of the middle term into the extremes, which, qua extremes, are opposed 
to one another, and of which one is merely recognized, while the other only recognizes.  

Φ 186. Self-consciousness is primarily simple existence for self, self-identity by exclusion of every other 
from itself. It takes its essential nature and absolute object to be Ego; and in this immediacy, in this bare fact of its 
self-existence, it is individual. That which for it is other stands as unessential object, as object with the impress 
and character of negation. But the other is also a self-consciousness; an individual makes its appearance in 
antithesis to an individual. Appearing thus in their immediacy, they are for each other in the manner of ordinary 
objects. They are independent individual forms, modes of Consciousness that have not risen above the bare level 
of life (for the existent object here has been determined as life). They are, moreover, forms of consciousness 
which have not yet accomplished for one another the process of absolute abstraction, of uprooting all immediate 
existence, and of being merely the bare, negative fact of self-identical consciousness; or, in other words, have not 
yet revealed themselves to each other as existing purely for themselves, i.e., as self-consciousness. Each is indeed 
certain of its own self, but not of the other, and hence its own certainty of itself is still without truth. For its truth 
would be merely that its own individual existence for itself would be shown to it to be an independent object, or, 
which is the same thing, that the object would be exhibited as this pure certainty of itself. By the notion of 
recognition, however, this is not possible, except in the form that as the other is for it, so it is for the other; each in 
its self through its own action and again through the action of the other achieves this pure abstraction of existence 
for self.  

Φ 187. The presentation of itself, however, as pure abstraction of self-consciousness consists in showing 
itself as a pure negation of its objective form, or in showing that it is fettered to no determinate existence, that it is 
not bound at all by the particularity everywhere characteristic of existence as such, and is not tied up with life. 
The process of bringing all this out involves a twofold action — action on the part of the other and action on the 
part of itself. In so far as it is the other’s action, each aims at the destruction and death of the other. But in this 
there is implicated also the second kind of action, self-activity; for the former implies that it risks its own life. The 
relation of both self-consciousnesses is in this way so constituted that they prove themselves and each other 
through a life-and-death struggle. They must enter into this struggle, for they must bring their certainty of 
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themselves, the certainty of being for themselves, to the level of objective truth, and make this a fact both in the 
case of the other and in their own case as well. And it is solely by risking life that freedom is obtained; only thus 
is it tried and proved that the essential nature of self-consciousness is not bare existence, is not the merely 
immediate form in which it at first makes its appearance, is not its mere absorption in the expanse of life. Rather it 
is thereby guaranteed that there is nothing present but what might be taken as a vanishing moment — that self-
consciousness is merely pure self-existence, being-for-self. The individual, who has not staked his life, may, no 
doubt, be recognized as a Person; but he has not attained the truth of this recognition as an independent self-
consciousness. In the same way each must aim at the death of the other, as it risks its own life thereby; for that 
other is to it of no more worth than itself; the other’s reality is presented to the former as an external other, as 
outside itself; it must cancel that externality. The other is a purely existent consciousness and entangled in 
manifold ways; it must view its otherness as pure existence for itself or as absolute negation.  

Φ 188. This trial by death, however, cancels both the truth which was to result from it, and therewith the 
certainty of self altogether. For just as life is the natural “position” of consciousness, independence without 
absolute negativity, so death is the natural “negation” of consciousness, negation without independence, which 
thus remains without the requisite significance of actual recognition. Through death, doubtless, there has arisen 
the certainty that both did stake their life, and held it lightly both in their own case and in the case of the other; but 
that is not for those who underwent this struggle. They cancel their consciousness which had its place in this alien 
element of natural existence; in other words, they cancel themselves and are sublated as terms or extremes seeking 
to have existence on their own account. But along with this there vanishes from the play of change the essential 
moment, viz. that of breaking up into extremes with opposite characteristics; and the middle term collapses into a 
lifeless unity which is broken up into lifeless extremes, merely existent and not opposed. And the two do not 
mutually give and receive one another back from each other through consciousness; they let one another go quite 
indifferently, like things. Their act is abstract negation, not the negation characteristic of consciousness, which 
cancels in such a way that it preserves and maintains what is sublated, and thereby survives its being sublated.  
 
3. Lord and Bondsman 

Φ 189. In this experience self-consciousness becomes aware that life is as essential to it as pure self-
consciousness. In immediate self-consciousness the simple ego is absolute object, which, however, is for us or in 
itself absolute mediation, and has as its essential moment substantial and solid independence. The dissolution of 
that simple unity is the result of the first experience; through this there is posited a pure self-consciousness, and a 
consciousness which is not purely for itself, but for another, i.e. as an existent consciousness, consciousness in the 
form and shape of thinghood. Both moments are essential, since, in the first instance, they are unlike and opposed, 
and their reflexion into unity has not yet come to light, they stand as two opposed forms or modes of 
consciousness. The one is independent, and its essential nature is to be for itself; the other is dependent, and its 
essence is life or existence for another. The former is the Master, or Lord, the latter the Bondsman.  

Φ 190. The master is the consciousness that exists for itself; but no longer merely the general notion of 
existence for self. Rather, it is a consciousness existing on its own account which is mediated with itself through 
an other consciousness, i.e. through an other whose very nature implies that it is bound up with an independent 
being or with thinghood in general. The master brings himself into relation to both these moments, to a thing as 
such, the object of desire, and to the consciousness whose essential character is thinghood. And since the master, 
is (a) qua notion of self-consciousness, an immediate relation of self-existence, but (b) is now moreover at the 
same time mediation, or a being-for-self which is for itself only through an other — he [the master] stands in 
relation (a) immediately to both, (b) mediately to each through the other. The master relates himself to the 
bondsman mediately through independent existence, for that is precisely what keeps the bondsman in thrall; it is 
his chain, from which he could not in the struggle get away, and for that reason he proved himself to be 
dependent, to have his independence in the shape of thinghood. The master, however, is the power controlling this 
state of existence, for he has shown in the struggle that he holds it to be merely something negative. Since he is 
the power dominating existence, while this existence again is the power controlling the other [the bondsman], the 
master holds, par consequence, this other in subordination. In the same way the master relates himself to the thing 
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mediately through the bondsman. The bondsman being a self-consciousness in the broad sense, also takes up a 
negative attitude to things and cancels them; but the thing is, at the same time, independent for him and, in 
consequence, he cannot, with all his negating, get so far as to annihilate it outright and be done with it; that is to 
say, he merely works on it. To the master, on the other hand, by means of this mediating process, belongs the 
immediate relation, in the sense of the pure negation of it, in other words he gets the enjoyment. What mere desire 
did not attain, he now succeeds in attaining, viz. to have done with the thing, and find satisfaction in enjoyment. 
Desire alone did not get the length of this, because of the independence of the thing. The master, however, who 
has interposed the bondsman between it and himself, thereby relates himself merely to the dependence of the 
thing, and enjoys it without qualification and without reserve. The aspect of its independence he leaves to the 
bondsman, who labours upon it.  
 
(a). Lordship 

Φ 191. In these two moments, the master gets his recognition through an other consciousness, for in them 
the latter affirms itself as unessential, both by working upon the thing, and, on the other hand, by the fact of being 
dependent on a determinate existence; in neither case can this other get the mastery over existence, and succeed in 
absolutely negating it. We have thus here this moment of recognition, viz. that the other consciousness cancels 
itself as self-existent, and, ipso facto, itself does what the first does to it. In the same way we have the other 
moment, that this action on the part of the second is the action proper of the first; for what is done by the 
bondsman is properly an action on the part of the master. The latter exists only for himself, that is his essential 
nature; he is the negative power without qualification, a power to which the thing is naught. And he is thus the 
absolutely essential act in this situation, while the bondsman is not so, he is an unessential activity. But for 
recognition proper there is needed the moment that what the master does to the other he should also do to himself, 
and what the bondsman does to himself, he should do to the other also. On that account a form of recognition has 
arisen that is one-sided and unequal.  

Φ 192. In all this, the unessential consciousness is, for the master, the object which embodies the truth of 
his certainty of himself. But it is evident that this object does not correspond to its notion; for, just where the 
master has effectively achieved lordship, he really finds that something has come about quite different from an 
independent consciousness. It is not an independent, but rather a dependent consciousness that he has achieved. 
He is thus not assured of self-existence as his truth; he finds that his truth is rather the unessential consciousness, 
and the fortuitous unessential action of that consciousness.  

Φ 193. The truth of the independent consciousness is accordingly the consciousness of the bondsman. 
This doubtless appears in the first instance outside itself, and not as the truth of self-consciousness. But just as 
lordship showed its essential nature to be the reverse of what it wants to be, so, too, bondage will, when 
completed, pass into the opposite of what it immediately is: being a consciousness repressed within itself, it will 
enter into itself, and change round into real and true independence.  
 
(b). Fear 

Φ 194. We have seen what bondage is only in relation to lordship. But it is a self-consciousness, and we 
have now to consider what it is, in this regard, in and for itself. In the first instance, the master is taken to be the 
essential reality for the state of bondage; hence, for it, the truth is the independent consciousness existing for 
itself, although this truth is not taken yet as inherent in bondage itself. Still, it does in fact contain within itself this 
truth of pure negativity and self-existence, because it has experienced this reality within it. For this consciousness 
was not in peril and fear for this element or that, nor for this or that moment of time, it was afraid for its entire 
being; it felt the fear of death, the sovereign master. It has been in that experience melted to its inmost soul, has 
trembled throughout its every fibre, and all that was fixed and steadfast has quaked within it. This complete 
perturbation of its entire substance, this absolute dissolution of all its stability into fluent continuity, is, however, 
the simple, ultimate nature of self-consciousness, absolute negativity, pure self-referrent existence, which 
consequently is involved in this type of consciousness. This moment of pure self-existence is moreover a fact for 
it; for in the master it finds this as its object. Further, this bondsman’s consciousness is not only this total 
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dissolution in a general way; in serving and toiling the bondsman actually carries this out. By serving he cancels 
in every particular aspect his dependence on and attachment to natural existence, and by his work removes this 
existence away.  

Φ 195. The feeling of absolute power, however, realized both in general and in the particular form of 
service, is only dissolution implicitly; and albeit the fear of the lord is the beginning of wisdom, consciousness is 
not therein aware of being self-existent. Through work and labour, however, this consciousness of the bondsman 
comes to itself. In the moment which corresponds to desire in the case of the master’s consciousness, the aspect of 
the non-essential relation to the thing seemed to fall to the lot of the servant, since the thing there retained its 
independence. Desire has reserved to itself the pure negating of the object and thereby unalloyed feeling of self. 
This satisfaction, however, just for that reason is itself only a state of evanescence, for it lacks objectivity or 
subsistence. Labour, on the other hand, is desire restrained and checked, evanescence delayed and postponed; in 
other words, labour shapes and fashions the thing. The negative relation to the object passes into the form of the 
object, into something that is permanent and remains; because it is just for the labourer that the object has 
independence. This negative mediating agency, this activity giving shape and form, is at the same time the 
individual existence, the pure self-existence of that consciousness, which now in the work it does is externalized 
and passes into the condition of permanence. The consciousness that toils and serves accordingly attains by this 
means the direct apprehension of that independent being as its self.  

Φ 196. But again, shaping or forming the object has not only the positive significance that the bondsman 
becomes thereby aware of himself as factually and objectively self-existent; this type of consciousness has also a 
negative import, in contrast with its moment, the element of fear. For in shaping the thing it only becomes aware 
of its own proper negativity, existence on its own account, as an object, through the fact that it cancels the actual 
form confronting it. But this objective negative element is precisely alien, external reality, before which it 
trembled. Now, however, it destroys this extraneous alien negative, affirms and sets itself up as a negative in the 
element of permanence, and thereby becomes for itself a self-existent being. In the master, the bondsman feels 
self-existence to be something external, an objective fact; in fear self-existence is present within himself; in 
fashioning the thing, self-existence comes to be felt explicitly as his own proper being, and he attains the 
consciousness that he himself exists in its own right and on its own account (an und für sich). By the fact that the 
form is objectified, it does not become something other than the consciousness moulding the thing through work; 
for just that form is his pure self existence, which therein becomes truly realized. Thus precisely in labour where 
there seemed to be merely some outsider’s mind and ideas involved, the bondsman becomes aware, through this 
re-discovery of himself by himself, of having and being a “mind of his own”.  
 
(c). The Formative Process of Self-Enfranchisement 

For this reflection of self into self the two moments, fear and service in general, as also that of formative 
activity, are necessary: and at the same time both must exist in a universal manner. Without the discipline of 
service and obedience, fear remains formal and does not spread over the whole known reality of existence. 
Without the formative activity shaping the thing, fear remains inward and mute, and consciousness does not 
become objective for itself. Should consciousness shape and form the thing without the initial state of absolute 
fear, then it has a merely vain and futile “mind of its own”; for its form or negativity is not negativity per se, and 
hence its formative activity cannot furnish the consciousness of itself as essentially real. If it has endured not 
absolute fear, but merely some slight anxiety, the negative reality has remained external to it, its substance has not 
been through and through infected thereby. Since the entire content of its natural consciousness has not tottered 
and shaken, it is still inherently a determinate mode of being; having a “mind of its own” (der eigene Sinn) is 
simply stubbornness (Eigensinn), a type of freedom which does not get beyond the attitude of bondage. As little 
as the pure form can become its essential nature, so little is that form, considered as extending over particulars, a 
universal formative activity, an absolute notion; it is rather a piece of cleverness which has mastery within a 
certain range, but not over the universal power nor over the entire objective reality. 
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David Brion Davis, The Problem of Slavery in the Age of Revolution (1975), “Epilogue: Toussaint 
L’Overture and the Phenomenology of Mind” (557-564). 
 
 In 1802, General Charles Leclerc seized Toussaint L’Overture by an act of shameless treachery and 
shipped him off to France, advising the government that “you cannot keep Toussaint at too great a distance from 
the sea and put him in a position that is too safe. This man has raised the country to such a pitch of fanaticism that 
his presence would send it up again in flames.” But the country continued to burn, and on December 31, 1803, the 
Haitian leaders issued a formal declaration of independence. On October 4, 1804, before he ordered the massacre 
of the remaining white residents, General Dessalines was crowned emperor of Haiti; the crown came from the 
United States, on the good ship Connecticut. 
 Toussaint’s achievements had stunned the world. They had ensured British dominance in the Caribbean, 
had allowed Americans to expand westward into Louisiana and Missouri, and had tautened the nerves of 
slaveholders from Maryland to Brazil. The repercussions continued to unfold. Early in 1816, Simón Bolívar made 
his historic pledge to Alexandre Pétion, then one of the rulers of Haiti, having first tried to win aid from 
slaveholding Jamaica. In return for the arms and provisions given by Pétion, Bolívar promised that, if his cause 
were successful, he would free the slaves of Venezuela. Back on South American soil, Bolívar issued his decree 
to all Negro males from the age of fourteen to sixty: fight or remain in bondage.  
 Meanwhile, on April 7, 1803, Toussaint had died, at age fifty-seven, in a cold dungeon high in the Jura 
mountains. Maltreated, humiliated, constantly harassed by his jailers, he had futilely appealed to his new master, 
who was also the master of Europe: 

I have had the misfortune to incur your anger; but as to fidelity and probity, I am strong in my conscience, 
and I dare to say with truth that among all the servants of the State none is more honest than I. I was one 
of your soldiers and the first servant of the Republic in San Domingo. I am to-day wretched, ruined, 
dishonored, a victim of my own services. Let your sensibility be touched at my position, you are too great 
in feeling and too just not to pronounce on my destiny. 

Napoleon lacked the compassion of William Cowper’s evangelical benefactor and did not try to teach Toussaint 
“what path to shun, and what pursue.” But Napoleon apparently assumed that he had broken Toussaint’s spirit. 
When a prisoner himself, at St. Helena, he confessed that he had made a mistake in not governing St. Domingue 
through Toussaint L’Overture. Yet he seems to have thought of the black leader as an ungrateful slave, a bad 
nigger. 
 As one might expect of a German philosopher, G. W. F. Hegel was even less suspicious of Napoleon’s 
motives than Toussaint had been when leading the resistance in St. Domingue. As the French armies converged 
on Hegel’s university town of Jena, in October, 1806, the philosopher spoke in a letter of the “world-soul” of the 
messianic emperor. He saw the destruction of the Prussian army—which opened the way for Napoleon’s Berlin 
Decree, for the great commercial struggle with Britain, and for revolution in Latin America—as the culmination 
and end of human history. Yet with the sound of Napoleon’s thundering cannons in his ears, Hegel was 
completing a work that contained the most profound analysis of slavery ever written. 

I began this book by summarizing the historical shifts in Western thought which prepared the way for 
eighteenth-century antislavery arguments. I have devoted considerable attention to the receptivity and social 
consequences of those arguments and have examined the issue of slavery as a testing ground for Western culture 
during a revolutionary age. Hegel's analysis leads back to the level of abstract theory and to some of mankind's 
ultimate questions. A brief summary cannot do justice to the complexities of Hegel's argument. But since it 
marked the apex of a changing ethical consciousness, an attempt must be made to put it in some historical 
perspective. 

The early modern philosophers had narrowed the ground for any defense of slavery, but in doing so had 
removed the institution from the supposed protections of an organic and hierarchical social order. Thus Thomas 
Hobbes gave an original twist to the ancient notion of enslaving prisoners of war. He envisioned a primal struggle 
between two combatants. The loser, in order to save his life, finally promises absolute obedience to the victor, in 
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return for subsistence and corporal liberty. By terms of the "compact," the slave can only will what his master 
wills. The master can be guilty of noinjustice, since he has spared the slave's life. 

For John Locke, on the other hand, slavery could arise only outside the social compact. All men retain, 
according to Locke, an original and absolute ownership of their own persons, and, by extension, an ownership of 
their labor and its produce. Hence within the voluntary social compact, every individual should be protected from 
"the inconstant, uncertain, unknown, Arbitrary Will of another Man." Yet any man may, by an act of violence, 
forfeit his life to another. Nor can such a criminal complain of injustice if his captor spares his life. For Locke, 
then, slavery always stood outside the bounds of a peaceful and rational order. "The perfect condition of Slavery 
is nothing else, but the state of War continued, between a lawful Conqueror, and a Captive." The elemental 
struggle between two enemies defined slavery's essential and continuing character.  

Primal combat was also Hegel's starting point, but the starting point for man's consciousness of himself as 
a fact of experience, and thus of his social identity. Whereas Locke had seen slavery as peripheral to society and 
history, Hegel saw it as the natal core of man's condition. Let us indulge in a bit of fantasy to introduce Hegel's 
point. Suppose that Napoleon and Toussaint L'Ouverture [leader of the slave revolt in Haiti], are alone in the 
world, and that each man is convinced he is the emperor of the universe. They are both solipsists, incapable of 
distinguishing an objective world independent of their own states of consciousness. And since they cannot detect 
an autonomous object outside themselves, they cannot find an autonomous subject within themselves. 

When they first encounter each other, each man perceives the other as an undifferentiated extension of 
himself—much as young babies, we are told, perceive their parents. The illusion is shattered, however, when both 
Napoleon and Toussaint begin to discover that the other is an independent consciousness: "They recognize 
themselves as mutually recognizing one another." This discovery could be negated by murder, but then the 
murderer would be alone as before, having simply confirmed that the specter of another consciousness was part of 
the "natural" world. Insofar as each man is "human," his greatest desire is to be recognized as a being of 
transcendent and unique value —as distinct from a temporary system of repetitive biological functions. When the 
two men do in fact risk death in an elemental struggle, it is to test the truth of their own self-images of 
omnipotence and indeterminate existence. But Toussaint finally submits—as he did in history—because he 
prefers Napoleon's vision of truth to his own death. Napoleon accepts the submission—as he did in history—
because it validates his own sense of omnipotence. Indeed, that conviction is no longer purely subjective. 
Toussaint's bondage is an objective proof that Napoleon's freedom is no illusion.  

But the paradigm now becomes more complicated. Aristotle defined the slave as a tool or instrument, the 
mere extension of his master's physical nature. For Aristotle the slave also possessed the rudiments of a soul, 
allowing him a lower form of virtue if he performed his functions well. The early Christians, drawing on the 
Cynics, Sophists, and Stoics, also told slaves to be submissive and obedient, but recognized an essential inner 
freedom that transcended external condition. The world of the flesh did not matter. What mattered was the 
Christian promise to spare the life of the meanest slave, through all eternity, if he would submit to the greatest 
Master. Hegel synthesized both the Aristotelean and Christian notions of slavery, and lifted them to a new level. 

The master, Hegel argued, sees the slave as an instrument of his own will and demands absolute 
obedience. Yet every day he must contradict this Aristotelean definition, since he is now dependent on another 
human life (having spared the life), and since he has found that the "slavish consciousness" is the object "which 
embodies the truth of his certainty of himself." The act of enslavement has created two opposed forms or modes 
of consciousness:  

The master is the consciousness that exists for itself; but no longer merely the general notion of existence 
for self. Rather, it is a consciousness existing on its own account which is mediated with itself through an 
other consciousness, i.e. through an other whose very nature implies that it is bound up with an 
independent being or with thinghood in general.  

Hegel developed an intricate dialectic of dependence and independence, of losing and finding one's identity in 
another consciousness, but his central point is that the master is caught in an "existential impasse," to use 
Alexander Kojeve's phrase, because the master's identity depends on being recognized by a slavish and 
supposedly unessential consciousness. Even to outsiders, his identity consists of being a master who consumes the 
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produce of his slave's work. Accordingly, the master is incapable of transcending his own position, for which he 
risked his life and for which he could lose his life, should the slave decide on a second match of strength. The 
master is trapped by his own power, which he can only seek to maintain. He cannot achieve the true autonomy 
that can come only from the recognition by another consciousness that he regards as worthy of such recognition. 
The condition of omnipotent lordship, then, becomes the reverse of what  
it wants to be: dependent, static, and unessential.  

At first the slave is dominated by fear and by the desire for self-preservation. Insofar as he assimilates the 
master's definition of his slavishness, he has denied his capacity for autonomous consciousness. His life becomes 
immersed in nature and in his work. Yet the slave's fear and desire for self-preservation necessarily counteract the 
master's image of a negative and unessential "thing." And the slave's labor, by transforming elements in the 
natural world, creates an objective reality that confirms and shapes his own consciousness of self:  

Thus precisely in labour where there seemed to be merely some outsider's mind and ideas involved, the 
bondsman becomes aware, through this re-discovery of himself by himself, of having and being a "mind" 
of his own. 

As Kojeve has suggested, the product of work becomes for the slave the counterpart of the slave himself for the 
master. But unlike the master, the slave is not a consumer who looks upon "things" as merely the means of 
satisfying desires. The products he creates become an objective reality that validates the emerging consciousness 
of his subjective human reality. Through coerced labor, the slave alone acquires the qualities of fortitude, 
patience, and endurance. The slave alone has an interest in changing his condition, and thus looks to a future 
beyond himself. Only the slave, therefore, has the potentiality for escaping an imbalanced reciprocity and for 
becoming truly free.  

It is not fanciful to see in Toussaint’s actual deeds a message for later masters and wielders of power, or 
to see in Hegel's thoughts a message to slaves and the powerless. In their own ways both men were saying that 
situations of dominance and submission are not so simple as they seem, and that dominators can never be sure of 
the future. For a time Hegel perceived the Age of Revolution as the final drama of history, which would terminate 
the seemingly endless struggle between lords and bondsmen and make the ideal of freedom— which the Stoics 
had imprisoned within man's subjective soul, and which Christianity had projected to a spiritual afterlife—a 
worldly reality. What was truly new to the world, however, was not simply revolution, but a nation of former 
slaves who had achieved independence from a master race. 

If Hegel was both naïve and visionary in acclaiming Napoleon as the incarnation of man's spirit of 
freedom, he was right in sensing that the Age of Revolution marked a major watershed, after which things could 
never be the same. In 1770, to cite the example that has concerned us, antislavery doctrine floated harmlessly in 
an abstract realm of theory and wishful thinking. By 1823, the black slaves of the New World had completed at 
least the initial stage of their long ordeal of emancipation. The conclusions of the preceding chapters extend 
forward in diverging lines of direction. They point, in other words, to struggles for various kinds of emancipation 
and hegemony, to incomplete definitions and achievements of liberty, and to emerging forms of slavery that went 
by different names. And apart from Hegel's infatuation with the notion of an all-powerful state, he bequeathed an 
ideal of freedom which went far beyond the legalistic conceptions of consent, contract, proprietorship, and 
physical constraint, and which therefore gained added meaning in the "post-historical" age. Hegel's ideal was 
simply that man can be an autonomous value only as he recognizes other men as autonomous  
values.  

Like the ideal of Christian brotherhood, to which it bears a superficial resemblance, Hegel's ideal seems 
innocuous in the abstract. Any man might accept it, until he began to think what it really means, and how difficult 
it is to accept another person's consciousness—with all its distinctness, unknownness, and knowingness—on a 
parity with one's own. Nor did Hegel entertain any illusions about the difficulty of recognizing a not-me without 
trying to negate or dominate the threatening presence. This was the point of his paradigm of a primal struggle. 

Moreover, the ideal of autonomous interaction helps to expose all the deceptions by which men and 
women have been re-enslaved. Toussaint after all, thought that he had won his cause and that he was still a free 
man; he reminded Napoleon that he had been "the first servant of the Republic in San Domingo"; he thought that 

68



he had established his people's independence without dooming their future by a rash and total break with France. 
Hence his professions of loyalty to France were not without some truth. They  were a mark, to be shared by many 
future black leaders, of his own supreme tragedy.   

Beyond such forcible betrayals of faith, Hegel's test of autonomy illuminates the entire history of labor 
conflict and economic coercion. To cite only one example, it was not accidental in 1867 that when George M. 
Pullman pondered the need for ideal servants for his elegant railroad palace cars, he turned with inspiration to 
"what he considered a uniquely appropriate source: the recently freed slaves." And beyond all the overt and self-
conscious acts of dominion, such as those that virtually re-enslaved the American blacks after the Civil War, we 
come to all the subtle stratagems, passive as well as aggressive; to all the interpersonal knots and invisible webs 
of ensnarement which are so much a part of the psychopathology of our everyday lives that they have been 
apparent only to a few poets, novelists, and exceptionally perceptive psychiatrists.  

Slavery itself has the great virtue, as an ideal model, of being clear-cut. Yet the model is so clear-cut that 
both abolitionists and later historians often obscured the complexities of actual bondage, whose worst horrors and 
tragedies did not arise from physical coercion, and whose moments of dignity and humanity can seldom be 
recognized without ideological risk. Furthermore, as I have tried to suggest in this study, the model was so clear-
cut that it tended to set slavery off from other species of barbarity and oppression—except when apologists said, 
in effect, why should Negro slaves complain when pauper children are starving and sailors are lashed every day? 

It was Hegel's genius to endow lordship and bondage with such a rich resonance of meanings that the 
model could be applied to every form of physical and psychological domination. And the argument precluded the 
simple and sentimental solution that all bondsmen should become masters, and all masters the bondsmen. Above 
all, Hegel bequeathed a message that would have a profound impact on future thought, especially as Marx and 
Freud deepened the meaning of the message: that we can expect nothing from the mercy of God or from the 
mercy of those who exercise worldly lordship in His or other names; that man's true emancipation, whether 
physical or spiritual, must always depend on those who have endured and overcome some form of slavery. 
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Marx, Capital, I, 19-20,  
My dialectic method is not only different from the Hegelian, but is its direct opposite. To Hegel, the life-

process of the human brain, i.e., the process of thinking, which, under the name of “the Idea,” he even transforms 
into an independent subject, is the demiurgos of the real world, and the real world is only the external, 
phenomenal form of “the Idea.” With me, on the contrary, the ideal is nothing else than the material world 
reflected by the human mind, and translated into forms of thought.  

The mystifying side of Hegelian dialectic I criticised nearly thirty years ago, at a time when it was still the 
fashion. But just as I was working at the first volume of “Das Kapital,” it was the good pleasure of the peevish, 
arrogant, mediocre Epigonoi [Epigones – Büchner, Dühring and others] who now talk large in cultured Germany, 
to treat Hegel in same way as the brave Moses Mendelssohn in Lessing’s time treated Spinoza, i.e., as a “dead 
dog.” I therefore openly avowed myself the pupil of that mighty thinker, and even here and there, in the chapter 
on the theory of value, coquetted with the modes of expression peculiar to him. The mystification which dialectic 
suffers in Hegel’s hands, by no means prevents him from being the first to present its general form of working in 
a comprehensive and conscious manner. With him it is standing on its head. It must be turned right side up again, 
if you would discover the rational kernel within the mystical shell.  

In its mystified form, dialectic became the fashion in Germany, because it seemed to transfigure and to 
glorify the existing state of things. In its rational form it is a scandal and abomination to bourgeoisdom and its 
doctrinaire professors, because it includes in its comprehension and affirmative recognition of the existing state of 
things, at the same time also, the recognition of the negation of that state, of its inevitable breaking up; because it 
regards every historically developed social form as in fluid movement, and therefore takes into account its 
transient nature not less than its momentary existence; because it lets nothing impose upon it, and is in its essence 
critical and revolutionary.  

The contradictions inherent in the movement of capitalist society impress themselves upon the practical 
bourgeois most strikingly in the changes of the periodic cycle, through which modern industry runs, and whose 
crowning point is the universal crisis. That crisis is once again approaching, although as yet but in its preliminary 
stage; and by the universality of its theatre and the intensity of its action it will drum dialectics even into the heads 
of the mushroom-upstarts of the new, holy Prusso-German empire.  

Karl Marx 
London, January 24, 1873 

 
Letter from Marx to Engels in Manchester, January 14th

 
 1858 

… By the way, I am discovering some nice arguments. For instance, I have overthrown the whole 
doctrine of profit as it has existed up to now. The fact that by mere accident I again glanced through Hegel’s 
Logik (Freiligrath found some volumes of Hegel which originally belonged to Bakunin and sent them to me as a 
present) has been of great service to me as regards the method of dealing with the material. If there should ever be 
time for such work again, I should very much like to make accessible to the ordinary human intelligence—in two 
or three printer’s sheets—what is rational in the method which Hegel discovered but at the same time enveloped 
in mysticism… 

What do you say about friend Jones? That the fellow has sold himself I am not yet willing to believe. His 
experience in 1848 may lie heavily on his stomach. With his great belief in himself he may think himself capable 
of exploiting the middle class or he may imagine that if only Ernest Jones were to become a member of 
Parliament, one way or another, the history of the world would be bound to take a new turn. The best of it is that 
Reynolds has now come out in his paper as a fanatical opponent of the middle class and of all compromise—of 
course out of spite against Jones. Mr. B. O’Brien, likewise, has now become an irrepressible Chartist at any price. 
The only excuse for Jones is the inertia which at present pervades the working class in England. However this 
may be, he is at present on the way to becoming a dupe of the middle class or a renegade. The fact that he, who 
used anxiously to consult me about every bit of rubbish, is now equally anxious to avoid me, shows anything but 
a good conscience…
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Marx, 1844 Manuscripts, (in Complete Works III, 331-333). 
 
There is a double error in Hegel. 

The first emerges most clearly in the Phänomenologie, the birth-place of the Hegelian philosophy. When, 
for instance, wealth, state-power, etc., are understood by Hegel as entities estranged from the human being, this 
only happens in their form as thoughts ... They are thought-entities, and therefore merely an estrangement of pure, 
i.e., abstract, philosophical thinking. The whole process therefore ends with absolute knowledge. It is precisely 
abstract thought from which these objects are estranged and which they confront with their presumption of reality. 
The philosopher – who is himself an abstract form of estranged man – takes himself as the criterion of the 
estranged world. The whole history of the alienation process [Entäußerungsgeschichte] and the whole process of 
the retraction of the alienation is therefore nothing but the history of the production of abstract (i.e., absolute) 
||XVII|[45] thought – of logical, speculative thought. The estrangement, [Entfremdung] which therefore forms the 
real interest of the transcendence [Aufhebung] of this alienation [Entäußerung], is the opposition of in itself and 
for itself, of consciousness and self-consciousness, of object and subject – that is to say, it is the opposition 
between abstract thinking and sensuous reality or real sensuousness within thought itself. All other oppositions 
and movements of these oppositions are but the semblance, the cloak, the exoteric shape of these oppositions 
which alone matter, and which constitute the meaning of these other, profane oppositions. It is not the fact that the 
human being objectifies himself inhumanly, in opposition to himself, but the fact that he objectifies himself [selbst 
sich vergegenständlicht] in distinction from and in opposition to abstract thinking, that constitutes the posited 
essence of the estrangement [Entfremdung] and the thing to be superseded [aufzuhebende]. 

||XVIII| The appropriation of man’s essential powers, which have become objects – indeed, alien objects 
– is thus in the first place only an appropriation occurring in consciousness, in pure thought, i.e., in abstraction: it 
is the appropriation of these objects as thoughts and as movement of thought. Consequently, despite its thoroughly 
negative and critical appearance and despite the genuine criticism contained in it, which often anticipates far later 
development, there is already latent in the Phänomenologie as a germ, a potentiality, a secret, the uncritical 
positivism and the equally uncritical idealism of Hegel’s later works – that philosophic dissolution and restoration 
of the existing empirical world. 

In the second place: the vindication of the objective world for man – for example, the realisation that 
sensuous consciousness is not an abstractly sensuous consciousness but a humanly sensuous consciousness, that 
religion, wealth, etc., are but the estranged world of human objectification, of man’s essential powers put to work 
and that they are therefore but the path to the true human world – this appropriation or the insight into this process 
appears in Hegel therefore in this form, that sense, religion, state power, etc., are spiritual entities; for only mind 
is the true essence of man, and the true form of mind is thinking mind, theological, speculative mind. 

The human character of nature and of the nature created by history – man’s products – appears in the 
form that they are products of abstract mind and as such, therefore, phases of mind – thought-entities. The 
Phänomenologie is, therefore, a hidden, mystifying and still uncertain criticism; but inasmuch as it depicts man’s 
estrangement, even though man appears only as mind, there lie concealed in it all the elements of criticism, 
already prepared and elaborated in a manner often rising far above the Hegelian standpoint. The “unhappy 
consciousness”, the “honest consciousness”, the struggle of the “noble and base consciousness”, etc., etc. – these 
separate sections contain, but still in an estranged form, the critical elements of whole spheres such as religion, 
the state, civil life, etc. Just as entities, objects, appear as thought-entities, so the subject is always consciousness 
or self-consciousness; or rather the object appears only as abstract consciousness, man only as self-consciousness: 
the distinct forms of estrangement which make their appearance are, therefore, only various forms of 
consciousness and self-consciousness. Just as in itself abstract consciousness (the form in which the object is 
conceived) is merely a moment of distinction of self-consciousness, what appears as the result of the movement is 
the identity of self-consciousness with consciousness – absolute knowledge – the movement of abstract thought 
no longer directed outwards but proceeding now only within its own self: that is to say, the dialectic of pure 
thought is the result.|XVIII|| 
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  ||XXIII| [46] The outstanding achievement of Hegel’s Phänomenologie and of its final outcome, the 
dialectic of negativity as the moving and generating principle, is thus first that Hegel conceives the self-creation 
of man as a process, conceives objectification as loss of the object, as alienation and as transcendence of this 
alienation; that he thus grasps the essence of labour and comprehends objective man – true, because real man – as 
the outcome of man’s own labour. The real, active orientation of man to himself as a species-being, or his 
manifestation as a real species-being (i.e., as a human being), is only possible if he really brings out all his 
species-powers – something which in turn is only possible through the cooperative action of all of mankind, only 
as the result of history – and treats these powers as objects: and this, to begin with, is again only possible in the 
form of estrangement.  

We shall now demonstrate in detail Hegel’s one-sidedness – and limitations as they are displayed in the 
final chapter of the Phänomenologie, “Absolute Knowledge” – a chapter which contains the condensed spirit of 
the Phänomenologie, the relationship of the Phänomenologie to speculative dialectic, and also Hegel’s 
consciousness concerning both and their relationship to one another.  

Let us provisionally say just this much in advance: Hegel’s standpoint is that of modern political 
economy. [47] He grasps labour as the essence of man – as man’s essence which stands the test: he sees only the 
positive, not the negative side of labour. Labour is man’s coming-to-be for himself within alienation, or as 
alienated man. The only labour which Hegel knows and recognises is abstractly mental labour. Therefore, that 
which constitutes the essence of philosophy – the alienation of man who knows himself, or alienated science 
thinking itself - Hegel grasps as its essence; and in contradistinction to previous philosophy he is therefore able to 
combine its separate aspects, and to present his philosophy as the philosophy. What the other philosophers did – 
that they grasped separate phases of nature and of human life as phases of self-consciousness, namely, of human 
life as phases of self-consciousness – is known to Hegel as the doings of philosophy. Hence his science is 
absolute. 
 
Notes: 
45. Here on page XVII of the third manuscript (part of which comprises a text relating to the section “Human Requirements 
and Division of Labour Under the Rule of Private Property”) Marx gave the note: “see p. XIII,” which proves that this text is 
the continuation of the section dealing with the critical analysis of the Hegelian dialectic begun on pp. XI-XII.  
46. At the end of page XVIII of the third manuscript there is a note by Marx: “continued on p. XXII.” However number XXII 
was omitted by Marx in paging. The text of the given chapter is continued on the page marked by the author as XXIII, which 
is also confirmed by his remark on it: “see p. XVIII.”  
47. Marx apparently refers here not only to the identity of Hegel’s views on labour and some other categories of political 
economy with those of the English classical economists but also to his profound knowledge of economic writings. In lectures 
he delivered at Jena University in 1803-04 Hegel cited Adam Smith’s work. In his Philosophie des Rechts (§ 189) he 
mentions Smith, Say and Ricardo and notes the rapid development of economic thought.  
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Antonio Gramsci, Prison Notebooks, “The Study of Philosophy,” 345-346. 
 
"Creative" philosophy  

What is philosophy? Is it a purely receptive or, at the very most, ordering activity? Or is it an absolutely 
creative activity? One must first define what is meant by "receptive," "ordering" and "creative." "Receptive" 
implies the certainty of an external world which is absolutely immutable, which exists "in general," objectively in 
the vulgar sense. "Ordering" is similar to "receptive." Although it implies an activity of thought, this activity is 
limited and narrow. But what does "creative" mean? Should it mean that the external world is created by thought? 
But what thought and whose? There is a danger of falling into solipsism,[30] and in fact every form of idealism 
necessarily does fall into solipsism. To escape simultaneously from solipsism and from mechanicist conceptions 
implicit in the concept of thought as a receptive and ordering activity, it is necessary to put the question in an 
"historicist" fashion, and at the same time to put the "will" (which in the last analysis equals practical or political 
activity) at the base of philosophy. But it must be a rational, not an arbitrary, will, which is realised in so far as it 
corresponds to objective historical necessities, or in so far as it is universal history itself in the moment of its 
progressive actualisation. Should this will be represented at the beginning by a single individual, its rationality 
will be documented by the fact that it comes to be accepted by the many, and accepted permanently: that is, by 
becoming a culture, a form of "good sense," a conception of he world with an ethic that conforms to its structure. 
Until classical German philosophy, philosophy was conceived as a receptive, or at the most an ordering activity, 
i.e. as knowledge of a mechanism that functioned objectively outside man. Classical German philosophy 
introduced the concept of "creativity" of thought, but in an idealistic and speculative sense.  

It seems that the philosophy of praxis alone has been able to take philosophy a step forward, basing itself 
on classical German philosophy but avoiding any tendency towards solipsism, and historicising thought in that it 
assumes it in the form of a conception of the world and of "good sense" diffused among the many (a diffusion 
which precisely would be inconceivable without rationality or historicity) and diffused in such a way as to convert 
itself into an active norm of conduct. Creative, therefore, should be understood in the "relative" sense, as thought 
which modifies the way of feeling of the many and consequently reality itself, which cannot be thought without 
this many. 
 
Notes: 
30. Solipsism: the form of subjective idealism which maintains that the self is the only object of knowledge. 
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PART IV: HOW REVOLUTIONARIES ARE MADE 
 
Questions: 

1. What determines the extent to which an individual can influence society? What is the influence of 
"accidents" on history? Are Plekhanov's positions on these questions right? What about Engels' [see the 
letters in Part I] ? 

2. Why cannot human nature account for the course of history? Or can it? 
3. What accounts for the stagnation of Marxism described by Rosa Luxemburg? 
4. Luxemburg says that the third volume of Capital far exceeded the theoretical needs of the proletariat of her 

time. Is she right? 
5. Why are people of great talent often the contemporaries of others with similar talents? 
6. What is the limit of individual power? In what sense can a person "make history"? 
7. Does Lerone Bennett mean the same thing as Hegel by "free"? Is freedom, to Hegel, "just another word for 

nothin' left to lose"? Does Frantz Fanon agree with Hegel's definition? 
8. Compare Shields Green and Huck Finn. Do the same for John Brown and Jim. 
9. What does George Rawick mean that "one can never remove culture, although one can transform it" [page 

8]? What represents the negation of the negation in Black culture today? 
10. What insight is shared by Hegel, Bennett, Twain, Rawick and Ignatin? How is it missing from Elkins and 

Genovese (based on the Rawick reading)? 
11. What does it mean to "construct acts to the end"? 
12. How do characters like Shields Green, John Brown, Huck Finn, and Jim affect everyone else? What is it 

that "few American white men" can resist? 
13. Is George Rawick a racist? Is Mark Twain? Is Stanley Elkins? Is Eugene Genovese? 
14. What is self-activity? How is it relevant to revolution? Who is a revolutionary? 

 
Plekhanov, from The Role of the Individual in History. 

It follows, then, that by virtue of particular traits of their character, individuals can influence the fate of 
society. Sometimes this influence is very considerable; but the possibility of exercising this influence, and its 
extent, are determined by the form of organisation of society, by the relation of forces within it. The character of 
an individual is a “factor” in social development only where, when, and to the extent that social relations permit it 
to be such. 

We may be told that the extent of personal influence may also be determined by the talents of the 
individual. We agree. But the individual can display his talents only when he occupies the position in society 
necessary for this. Why was the fate of France in the hands of a man who totally lacked the ability and desire to 
serve society? Because such was the form of organisation of that society. It is the form of organisation that in any 
given period determines the role and, consequently, the social significance that may fall to the lot of talented or 
incompetent individuals. 

But if the role of individuals is determined by the form of organisation of society, how can their social 
influence, which is determined by the role they play, contradict the conception of social development as a process 
expressing laws? It does not contradict it; on the contrary, it serves as one of its most vivid illustrations. 

But here we must observe the following. The possibility – determined by the form of organisation of 
society – that individuals may exercise social influence, opens the door to the influence of so-called accident upon 
the historical destiny of nations. Louis XV’s lasciviousness was an inevitable consequence of the state of his 
physical constitution, but in relation to the general course of France’s development the state of his constitution 
was accidental. Nevertheless, as we have said, it did influence the fate of France and served as one of the causes 
which determined this fate. The death of Mirabeau, of course, was due to pathological processes which obeyed 
definite laws. The inevitability of these processes, however, did not arise out of the general course of France’s 
development, but out of certain particular features of the celebrated orator’s constitution, and out of the physical 
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conditions under which he had contracted his disease. In relation to the general course of France’s development 
these features and conditions were accidental. And yet, Mirabeau’s death influenced the further course of the 
revolution and served as one of the causes which determined it. 

Still more astonishing was the effect of accidental causes in the above-mentioned example of Frederick II, 
who succeeded in extricating himself from an extremely difficult situation only because of Buturlin’s irresolution. 
Even in relation to the general cause of Russia’s development Buturlin’s appointment may have been accidental, 
in the sense that we have defined that term, and, of course, it had no relation whatever to the general course of 
Prussia’s development. Yet it is not improbable that Buturlin’s irresolution saved Frederick from a desperate 
situation. Had Suvorov been in Buturlin’s place, the history of Prussia might have taken a different course. It 
follows, then, that sometimes the fate of nations depends on accidents, which may be called accidents of the 
second degree. “In allem Endlichen ist ein Element des Zufälligen,” said Hegel (In everything finite there are 
accidental elements). In science we deal only with the “finite”; hence we can say that all the processes studied by 
science contain some accidental elements. Does not this preclude the scientific cognition of phenomena? No. 
Accident is something relative. It appears only at the point of intersection of inevitable processes. For the 
inhabitants of Mexico and Peru, the appearance of Europeans in America was accidental in the sense that it did 
not follow from the social development of these countries. But the passion for navigation which possessed West 
Europeans at the end of the Middle Ages was not accidental; nor was the fact that the European forces easily 
overcame the resistance of the natives. The consequences of the conquest of Mexico and Peru by Europeans were 
also not accidental; in the last analysis, these consequences were determined by the resultant of two forces: the 
economic position of the conquered countries on the one hand, and the economic position of the conquerors on 
the other. And these forces, like their resultant, can fully serve as objects of scientific investigation. 

The accidents of the Seven Years’ War exercised considerable influence upon the subsequent history of 
Prussia. But their influence would have been entirely different at a different stage of Prussia’s development. Here, 
too, the accidental consequences were determined by the resultant of two forces: the social-political conditions of 
Prussia on the one hand, and the social-political condition of the European countries that influenced her, on the 
other. Hence, here, too, accidents do not in the least hinder the scientific investigation of phenomena. 

We know now that individuals often exercise considerable influence upon the fate of society, but this 
influence is determined by the internal structure of that society and by its relation to other societies. But this is not 
all that has to be said about the role of the individual in history. We must approach this question from still another 
side. 

Sainte-Beuve thought that had there been a sufficient number of petty and dark causes of the kind that he 
had mentioned, the outcome of the French Revolution would have been the opposite of what we know it to have 
been. This is a great mistake. No matter how intricately the petty, psychological and physiological causes may 
have been interwoven, they would not under any circumstances have eliminated the great social needs that gave 
rise to the French Revolution; and as long as these needs remained unsatisfied the revolutionary movement in 
France would have continued. To make the outcome of this movement the opposite of what it was, the needs that 
gave rise to it would have had to be the opposite of what they were; and this, of course, no combination of petty 
causes would ever be able to bring about. 

The causes of the French Revolution lay in the character of the social relations; and the petty causes 
assumed by Sainte-Beuve could lie only in the personal qualities of individuals. The final cause of social 
relationships lies in the state of the productive forces. This depends on the qualities of individuals only in the 
sense, perhaps, that these individuals possess more or less talent for making technical improvements, discoveries 
and inventions. Sainte-Beuve did not have these qualities in mind. No other qualities, however, enable individuals 
directly to influence the state of productive forces, and hence, the social relations which they determine, i.e. 
economic relations. No matter what the qualities of the given individual may be, they cannot eliminate the given 
economic relations if the latter conform to the given state of productive forces. But the personal qualities of 
individuals make them more or less fit to satisfy those social needs which arise out of the given economic 
relations, or to counteract such satisfaction. The urgent social need of France at the end of the eighteenth century 
was the substitution for the obsolete political institutions of new institutions that would conform more to her 
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economic system. The most prominent and useful public men of that time were those who were more capable than 
others of helping to satisfy this most urgent need. We will assume that Mirabeau, Robespierre and Napoleon were 
men of that type. What would have happened had premature death not removed Mirabeau from the political 
stage? The constitutional monarchist party would have retained its considerable power for a longer period; its 
resistance to the republicans would, therefore, have been more energetic. But that is all. No Mirabeau could, at 
that time, have averted the triumph of the republicans. Mirabeau’s power rested entirely on the sympathy and 
confidence of the people; but the people wanted a republic, as the Court irritated them by its obstinate defence of 
the old order. As soon as the people had become convinced that Mirabeau did not sympathise with their 
republican strivings they would have ceased to sympathise with him; and then the great orator would have lost 
nearly all influence, and in all probability would have fallen a victim to the very movement that he would vainly 
have tried to check. Approximately the same thing may be said about Robespierre. Let us assume that he was an 
absolutely indispensable force in his party; but even so, he was not the only force. If the accidental fall of a brick 
had killed him, say, in January, 1793 [12*], his place would, of course, have been taken by somebody else, and 
although this person might have been inferior to him in every respect, nevertheless, events would have taken the 
same course as they did when Robespierre was alive. For example, even under these circumstances the Gironde 
[13*] would probably not have escaped defeat; but it is possible that Robespierre’s party would have lost power 
somewhat earlier and we would now be speaking, not of the Thermidor reaction, but of the Floréal, Prairial or 
Messidor reaction. [14*] Perhaps some will say that with his inexorable Terror, Robespierre did not delay but 
hastened the downfall of his party. We will not stop to examine this supposition here; we will accept it as if it 
were quite sound. In that case we must assume that Robespierre’s party would have fallen not in Thermidor, but 
in Fructidor, Vendémiaine or Brumaire. In short, it may have fallen sooner or perhaps later, but it certainly would 
have fallen, because the section of the people which supported Robespierre’s party was totally unprepared to hold 
power for a prolonged period. At all events, results “opposite” to those which arose from Robespierre’s energetic 
action are out of the question. 

Nor could they have arisen even if Bonaparte had been struck down by a bullet, let us say, at the Battle of 
Arcole. [15*] What he did in the Italian and other campaigns other generals would have done. Probably they 
would not have displayed the same talent as he did, and would not have achieved such brilliant victories; 
nevertheless the French Republic would have emerged victorious from the wars it waged at that time, because its 
soldiers were incomparably the best in Europe. As for the 18th of Brumaire [16*] and its influence on the internal 
life of France, here, too, in essence, the general course and outcome of events would probably have been the same 
as they were under Napoleon. The Republic, mortally wounded by the events of the 9th of Thermidor, was slowly 
dying. The Directoire [17*] was unable to restore order which the bourgeoisie, having rid itself of the rule of the 
aristocracy, now desired most of all. To restore order a “good sword,” as Siéyès expressed it, was needed. At first 
it was thought that general Jourdan would serve in this virtuous role, but when he was killed at Novi, the names of 
Moreau, MacDonald and Bernadotte were mentioned. [21] Bonaparte was only mentioned later: and had he been 
killed, like Jourdan, he would not have been mentioned at all, and some other “sword” would have been put 
forward. It goes without saying that the man whom events had elevated to the position of dictator must have been 
tirelessly aspiring to power himself, energetically pushing aside and ruthlessly crushing all who stood in his way. 
Bonaparte was a man of iron energy and was remorseless in the pursuit of his goal. But there were not a few 
energetic, talented and ambitious egoists in those days besides him. The place Bonaparte succeeded in occupying 
would, probably, not have remained vacant. Let us assume that the other general who had secured this place 
would have been more peaceful than Napoleon, that he would not have roused the whole of Europe against 
himself, and therefore, would have died in the Tuileries and not on the island of St. Helena. In that case, the 
Bourbons would not have returned to France at all; for them, such a result would certainly have been the 
“opposite” of what it was. In its relation to the internal life of France as a whole, however, this result would have 
differed little from the actual result. After the “good sword” had restored order and had consolidated the power of 
the bourgeoisie, the latter would have tired soon of its barrack-room habits and despotism. A liberal movement 
would have arisen, similar to the one that arose after the Restoration; the fight would have gradually flared up, 
and as “good swords” are not distinguished for their yielding nature, the virtuous Louis-Philippe would, perhaps, 
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have ascended the throne of his dearly beloved kinsmen, not in 1830, but in 1820, or in 1825. All such changes in 
the course of events might, to some extent, have influenced the subsequent political, and through it, the economic 
life of Europe. Nevertheless, under no circumstances would the final outcome of the revolutionary movement 
have been the “opposite” of what it was. Owing to the specific qualities of their minds and characters, influential 
individuals can change the individual features of events and some of their particular consequences, but they 
cannot change their general trend, which is determined by other forces. 

VII 
Furthermore, we must also note the following. In discussing the role great men play in history, we nearly 

always fall victims to a sort of optical illusion, to which it will be useful to draw the reader’s attention. 
In coming out in the role of the “good sword” to save public order, Napoleon prevented all the other generals 
from playing this role, and some of them might have performed it in the same way, or almost the same way, as he 
did. Once the public need for an energetic military ruler was satisfied, the social organisation barred the road to 
the position of military ruler for all other talented soldiers. Its power became a power that was unfavourable to the 
appearance of other talents of a similar kind. This is the cause of the optical illusion, which we have mentioned. 
Napoleon’s personal power presents itself to us in an extremely magnified form, for we place to his account the 
social power which had brought him to the front and supported him. Napoleon’s power appears to us to be 
something quite exceptional because the other powers similar to it did not pass from the potential to the real. And 
when we are asked, “What would have happened if there had been no Napoleon?” our imagination becomes 
confused and it seems to us that without him the social movement upon which his power and influence were 
based could not have taken place. 

In the history of the development of human intellect, the success of some individual hinders the success of 
another individual very much more rarely. But even here we are not free from the above-mentioned optical 
illusion. When a given state of society sets certain problems before its intellectual representatives, the attention of 
prominent minds is concentrated upon them until these problems are solved. As soon as they have succeeded in 
solving them, their attention is transferred to another object. By solving a problem a given talent A diverts the 
attention of talent B from the problem already solved to another problem. And when we are asked: What would 
have happened if A had died before he had solved problem X? – we imagine that the thread of development of the 
human intellect would have been broken. We forget that had A died B, or C, or D might have tackled the problem, 
and the thread of intellectual development would have remained intact in spite of A’s premature demise. 

In order that a man who possesses a particular kind of talent may, by means of it, greatly influence the 
course of events, two conditions are needed. First, this talent must make him more conformable to the social 
needs of the given epoch than anyone else: if Napoleon had possessed the musical gifts of Beethoven instead of 
his own military genius he would not, of course, have become an emperor. Second, the existing social order must 
not bar the road to the person possessing the talent which is needed and useful precisely at the given time. This 
very Napoleon would have died as the barely known General, or Colonel, Bonaparte had the old order in France 
existed another seventy-five years. [22] In 1789, Davout, Desaix, Marmont and MacDonald were subalterns; 
Bernadotte was a sergeant-major; Hoche, Marceau, Lefebre, Pichegru, Ney, Masséna, Murat and Soult were non-
commissioned officers; Augereau was a fencing master; Lannes was a dyer, Gouvion Saint-Cyr was an actor; 
Jourdan was a peddler; Bessières was a barber; Brune was a compositor; Joubert and Junot were law students; 
Kléber was an architect; Marrier did not see any military service until the revolution. [23] 
Had the old order continued to exist up to our days it would never have occurred to any of us that in France, at the 
end of the last century, certain actors, compositors, barbers, dyers, lawyers, peddlers and fencing masters had been 
potential military geniuses. [24] 

Stendhal observed that a man who was born at the same time as Titian, i.e. in 1477, could have lived forty 
years with Raphael, who died in 1520, and with Leonardo da Vinci, who died in 1519; that he could have spent 
many years with Corregio, who died in 1534, and with Michelangelo, who lived until 1563; that he would have 
been no more than thirty-four years of age when Giorgione died; that he could have been acquainted with 
Tintoretto, Bassano, Veronese, Julian Romano and Andrea del Sarto; that, in short, he would have been the 
contemporary of all the great painters, with the exception of those who belonged to the Bologna School, which 
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arose a full century later. [25] Similarly, it may be said that a man who was born in the same year as 
Wouwermann could have been personally acquainted with nearly all the great Dutch painters [26]; and a man of 
the same age as Shakespeare would have been the contemporary of a number of remarkable playwrights. [27] 

It has long been observed that great talents appear everywhere, whenever the social conditions favourable 
to their development exist. This means that every man of talent who actually appears, i.e. every man of talent 
who becomes a social force, is the product of social relations. Since this is the case, it is clear why talented 
people can, as we have said, change only individual features of events, but not their general trend; they are 
themselves the product of this trend; were it not for that trend they would never have crossed the threshold that 
divides the potential from the real. 

It goes without saying that there is talent and talent. “When a fresh step in the development of civilisation 
calls into being a new form of art,” rightly says Taine, “scores of talents who only half express social thought 
appear around one or two geniuses who express it perfectly.” [28] If, owing to certain mechanical or physiological 
causes unconnected with the general course of the social-political and intellectual development of Italy, Raphael, 
Michelangelo and Leonardo da Vinci had died in their infancy, Italian art would have been less perfect, but the 
general trend of its development in the period of the Renaissance would have remained the same. Raphael, 
Leonardo da Vinci and Michelangelo did not create this trend; they were merely its best representatives. True, 
usually a whole school springs up around a man of genius, and his pupils try to copy his methods to the minutest 
details; that is why the gap that would have been left in Italian art in the period of the Renaissance by the early 
death of Raphael, Michelangelo and Leonardo da Vinci would have strongly influenced many of the secondary 
features of its subsequent history. But in essence, there would have been no change in this history, provided there 
were no important change in the general course of the intellectual development of Italy due to general causes. 

It is well known, however, that quantitative differences ultimately pass into qualitative differences. This is 
true everywhere, and is therefore true in history. A given trend in art may remain without any remarkable 
expression if an unfavourable combination of circumstances carries away, one after the other, several talented 
people who might have given it expression. But the premature death of such talented people can prevent the 
artistic expression of this trend only if it is too shallow to produce new talent. As, however, the depth of any given 
trend in literature and art is determined by its importance for the class, or stratum, whose tastes it expresses, and 
by the social role played by that class or stratum, here, too, in the last analysis, everything depends upon the 
course of social development and on the relation of social forces. 

VIII 
Thus, the personal qualities of leading people determine the individual features of historical events; and 

the accidental element, in the sense that we have indicated, always plays some role in the course of these events, 
the trend of which is determined in the last analysis by so-called general causes, i.e. actually by the development 
of productive forces and the mutual relations between men in the social-economic process of production. Casual 
phenomena and the personal qualities of celebrated people are ever so much more noticeable than deep-lying 
general causes. The eighteenth century pondered but little over these general causes, and claimed that history was 
explained by the conscious actions and “passions” of historical personages. The philosophers of that century 
asserted that history might have taken an entirely different course as a result of the most insignificant causes; for 
example, if some “atom” had started playing pranks in some ruler’s head (an idea expressed more than once in 
Système de la Nature). 

The adherents of the new trend in the science of history began to argue that history could not have taken 
any other course than the one it has taken, notwithstanding all “atoms.” Striving to emphasise the effect of general 
causes as much as possible, they ignored the personal qualities of historical personages. According to their 
argument, historical events would not have been affected in the least by the substitution of some persons for 
others, more or less capable. [29] But if we make such an assumption then we must admit that the personal 
element is of no significance whatever in history, and that everything can be reduced to the operation of general 
causes, to the general laws of historical progress. This would be going to an extreme which leaves no room for the 
particle of truth contained in the opposite opinion. It is precisely for this reason that the opposite opinion retained 
some right to existence. The collision between these two opinions assumed the form of an antinomy, the first part 
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of which was general laws, and the second part was the activities of individuals. From the point of view of the 
second part of the antinomy, history was simply a chain of accidents; from the point of view of the first part it 
seemed that even the individual features of historical events were determined by the operation of general causes. 
But if the individual features of events are determined by the influence of general causes and do not depend upon 
the personal qualities of historical personages, it follows that these features are determined by general causes and 
cannot be changed, no matter how much these personages may change. Thus, the theory assumes a fatalistic 
character. 

This did not escape the attention of its opponents. Sainte-Beuve compared Mignet’s conception of history 
with that of Bossuet. Bossuet thought that the force which causes historical events to take place comes from 
above, that events serve to express the divine will. Mignet sought for this force in the human passions, which are 
displayed in historical events as inexorably and immutably as the forces of Nature. But both regarded history as a 
chain of phenomena which could not have been different, no matter under what circumstances; both were 
fatalists; in this respect, the philosopher was not far removed from the priest (le philosophe se rapproche du 
prêtre). 

This reproach was justified as long as the doctrine, that social phenomena conformed to certain laws, 
reduced the influence of the personal qualities of prominent historical individuals to a cipher. And the impression 
made by this reproach was all the more strong for the reason that the historians of the new school, like the 
historians and philosophers of the eighteenth century, regarded human nature as a higher instance, from which all 
the general causes of historical movement sprang, and to which they were subordinated. As the French 
Revolution had shown that historical events are not determined by the conscious actions of men alone, Mignet 
and Guizot, and the other historians of the same trend, put in the forefront the effect of the passions, which often 
rebelled against all control of the mind. But if the passions are the final and most general cause of historical 
events, then why is Sainte-Beuve wrong in asserting that the outcome of the French Revolution might have been 
the opposite of what we know it was if there had been individuals capable of imbuing the French people with 
passions opposite to those which had excited them? Mignet would have said: Because other passions could not 
have excited the French people at that time owing to the very qualities of human nature. In a certain sense this 
would have been true. But this truth would have had a strongly fatalistic tinge, for it would have been on a par 
with the thesis that the history of mankind, in all its details, is predetermined by the general qualities of human 
nature. Fatalism would have appeared here as the result of the disappearance of the individual in the general. 
Incidentally, it is always the result of such a disappearance. It is said: “If all social phenomena are inevitable, then 
our activities cannot have any significance.” This is a correct idea wrongly formulated. We ought to say: if 
everything occurs as a result of the general, then the individual, including my efforts, is of no significance. This 
deduction is correct; but it is incorrectly employed. It is senseless when applied to the modern materialist 
conception of history, in which there is room also for the individual. But it was justified when applied to the 
views of the French historians in the period of the Restoration. 

At the present time, human nature can no longer be regarded as the final and most general cause of 
historical progress: if it is constant, then it cannot explain the extremely changeable course of history; if it is 
changeable, then obviously its changes are themselves determined by historical progress. At the present time we 
must regard the development of productive forces as the final and most general cause of the historical progress of 
mankind, and it is these productive forces that determine the consecutive changes in the social relations of men. 
Parallel with this general cause there are particular causes, i.e. the historical situation in which the development 
of the productive forces of a given nation proceeds and which, in the last analysis, is itself created by the 
development of these forces among other nations, i.e. the same general cause. 

Finally, the influence of the particular causes is supplemented by the operation of individual causes, i.e. 
the personal qualities of public men and other “accidents,” thanks to which events finally assume their individual 
features. Individual causes cannot bring about fundamental changes in the operation of general and particular 
causes which, moreover, determine the trend and limits of the influence of individual causes. Nevertheless, there 
is no doubt that history would have had different features had the individual causes which had influenced it been 
replaced by other causes of the same order. 
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Monod and Lamprecht still adhere to the human nature point of view. Lamprecht has categorically, and 
more than once, declared that in his opinion social mentality is the fundamental cause of historical phenomena. 
This is a great mistake, and as a result of this mistake the desire, very laudable in itself, to take into account the 
sum total of social life may lead only to vapid eclecticism or, among the most consistent, to Kablitz’s arguments 
concerning the relative significance of the mind and the senses. 

But let us return to our subject. A great man is great not because his personal qualities give individual 
features to great historical events, but because he possesses qualities which make him most capable of serving the 
great social needs of his time, needs which arose as a result of general and particular causes. Carlyle, in his well-
known book on heroes and hero-worship, calls great men beginners. This is a very apt description. A great man is 
precisely a beginner because he sees further than others, and desires things more strongly than others. He solves 
the scientific problems brought up by the preceding process of intellectual development of society; he points to 
the new social needs created by the preceding development of social relationships; he takes the initiative in 
satisfying these needs. He is a hero. But he is not a hero in the sense that he can stop, or change, the natural course 
of things, but in the sense that his activities are the conscious and free expression of this inevitable and 
unconscious course. Herein lies all his significance; herein lies his whole power. But this significance is colossal, 
and the power is terrible. 

Bismarck said that we cannot make history and must wait while it is being made. But who makes history? 
It is made by the social man, who is its sole “factor.” The social man creates his own, i.e. social, relationships. 
But if in a given period he creates given relationships and not others, there must be some cause for it, of course; it 
is determined by the state of his productive forces. No great man can foist on society relations which no longer 
conform to the state of these forces, or which do not yet conform to them. In this sense, indeed, he cannot make 
history, and in this sense he would advance the hands of his clock in vain; he would not hasten the passage of 
time, nor turn it back. Here Lamprecht is quite right: even at the height of his power Bismarck could not cause 
Germany to revert to natural economy. 

Social relationships have their inherent logic: as long as people live in given mutual relationships they 
will reel, think and act in a given way, and no other. Attempts on the part of public men to combat this logic 
would also be fruitless; the natural course of things (i.e. this logic of social relationships) would reduce all his 
efforts to naught. But if I know in what direction social relations are changing owing to given changes in the 
social-economic process of production, I also know in what direction social mentality is changing; consequently, I 
am able to influence it. Influencing social mentality means influencing historical events. Hence, in a certain sense, 
I can make history, and there is no need for me to wait while “it is being made.” 

Monod believes that really important events and individuals in history are important only as signs and 
symbols of the development of institutions and economic conditions. This is a correct although very inexactly 
expressed idea; but precisely because this idea is correct it is wrong to oppose the activities of great men to “the 
slow progress” of the conditions and institutions mentioned. The more or less slow changes in “economic 
conditions” periodically confront society with the necessity of more or less rapidly changing its institutions. This 
change never takes place “by itself”; it always needs the intervention of men, who are thus confronted with great 
social problems. And it is those men who do more than others to facilitate the solution of these problems who are 
called great men. But solving a problem does not mean being only a “symbol” and a “sign” of the fact that it has 
been solved. 

We think that Monod opposed the one to the other mainly because he was carried away by the pleasant 
catchword, “slow.” Many modern evolutionists are very fond of this catchword. Psychologically, this passion is 
comprehensible: it inevitably arises in the respectable milieu of moderation and punctiliousness ... But logically it 
does not bear examination, as Hegel proved. 

And it is not only for “beginners,” not only for “great” men that a broad field of activity is open. It is open 
for all those who have eyes to see, ears to hear and hearts to love their neighbours. The concept great is a relative 
concept. In the ethical sense every man is great who, to use the Biblical phrase, “lays down his life for his friend.” 
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Notes: 
12*. King Louis XVI was guillotined on January 21, 1793. 
13*. The Gironde – a party of the big bourgeoisie at the time of the French Revolution, 
14*. The Thermidor reaction – the period of political and social reaction following the counter-revolutionary coup in France 
on July 27, 1794 (9 Thermidor), which put an end to the Jacobin dictatorship, its leader Robespierre being executed. 
Thermidor, Floréal, Prairial, Messidor, Brumaire, etc. – names of months in the Republican calendar introduced by the 
Convention in the autumn of 1793. 
15*. The Battle of Arcole, fought between French and Austrian armies, took place on November 15-17, 1796. 
16*. The 18th Brumaire (November 9) 1799 – the day of the coup d’état carried out by Napoleon Bonaparte; the Directory 
(Directoire) was replaced by the Consulate, and subsequently led to the establishment of the Empire. 
17*. The Directoire – the government established in France after the coup of 9 Thermidor (July 27). It lasted from October 
1795 till November 1799. 
21. La vie en France sous le premier Empire by de Broc, Paris 1895, pp.35-6 et seq. 
22. Probably Napoleon would have gone to Russia, where he had intended to go just a few years before the Revolution. Here, 
no doubt, he would have distinguished himself in action against the Turks or the Caucasian highlanders, but nobody here 
would have thought that this poor, but capable, officer could, under favourable circumstances, have become the ruler of the 
world. 
23. Cf. Histoire de France, V. Duruy, Paris 1893, t.II, pp.524-5. 
24. In the reign of Louis XV, only one representative of the third estate, Chevert, could rise to the rank of lieutenant-general. 
In the reign of Louis XVI it was even more difficult for members of this estate to make a military career. Cf. Rambeaud, 
Histoire de la civilisation française, 6th edition, t.II, p.226. 
25. Histoire de la Peinture en Italie, Paris 1889, pp.23-5. 
26. Terburg, Brower and Rembrandt were born in 1608; Adrian Van-Ostade and Ferdinand Bol were born in 1610; Van der 
Holst and Gerard Dow were born in 1615; Wouwermann was born in 1620; Wemiks, Everdingen and Painaker were born in 
1621; Bergham was born in 1624 and Paul Potter in 1629; Jan Steen was born in 1626; Ruisdal and Metsu were born in 1630; 
Van der Haiden was born in 1637; Hobbema was born in 1638 and Adrian Van der Velde was born in 1639. 
27. “Shakespeare, Beaumont, Fletcher, Jonson, Webster, Massinger, Ford, Middleton and Heywood, who appeared at the 
same time, or following each other, represented the new generation which, owing to its favourable position, flourished on the 
soil which had been prepared by the efforts of the preceding generation.” Taine, Histoire de la littérature anglaise, Paris 
1863, t.I, p.468. 
28. Taine, Histoire de la littérature anglaise, Paris 1863, t.II, p.5 
29. According to their argument, i.e. when they began to discuss the tendency of historical events to conform to laws. When, 
however, some of them simply described these phenomena, they sometimes ascribed even exaggerated significance to the 
personal element. What interests us now, however, are not their descriptions, but their arguments. 
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Rosa Luxemburg, Stagnation and Progress of Marxism (1903) 
 

In his shallow but at time interesting causerie entitled Die soziale Bewegung in Frankreich und Belgien 
(The Socialist Movement in France and Belgium), Karl Grün remarks, aptly enough, that Fourier’s and Saint-
Simon’s theories had very different effects upon their respective adherents. Saint-Simon was the spiritual ancestor 
of a whole generation of brilliant investigators and writers in various field of intellectual activity; but Fourier’s 
followers were, with few exceptions, persons who blindly parroted their master’s words, and were incapable of 
making any advance upon his teaching. Grün’s explanation of this difference is that Fourier presented the world 
with a finished system, elaborated in all its details; whereas Saint-Simon merely tossed his disciples a loose 
bundle of great thoughts. Although it seems to me that Grün pays too little attention to the inner, the essential, 
difference between the theories of these two classical authorities in the domain of utopian socialism, I feel that on 
the whole is observation is sound. Beyond question, a system of ideas which is merely sketched in broad outline 
proves far more stimulating than a finished and symmetrical structure which leaves nothing to be added and offers 
no scope for the independent effort of an active mind.  

Does this account for the stagnation in Marxism doctrine which has been noticeable for a good many 
years? The actual fact is that – apart for one or two independent contributions which mark a theoretician advance 
– since the publication of the last volume of Capital and of the last of Engels’s writings there have appeared 
nothing more than a few excellent popularizations and expositions of Marxist theory. The substance of that theory 
remains just where the two founders of scientific socialism left it.  

Is this because the Marxist system has imposed too rigid a framework upon the independent activities of 
the mind? It is undeniable that Marx has had a somewhat restrictive influence upon the free development of 
theory in the case of many of his pupils. Both Marx and Engels found it necessary to disclaim responsibility for 
the utterances of many who chose to call themselves Marxists! The scrupulous endeavor to keep “within the 
bounds of Marxism” may at times have been just as disastrous to the integrity of the thought process as has been 
the other extreme – the complete repudiation of the Marxist outlook, and the determination to manifest 
“independence of thought” at all hazards.  

Still, it is only where economic matters are concerned that we are entitled to speak of a more or less 
completely elaborated body of doctrines bequeathed us by Marx. The most valuable of all his teachings, the 
materialist-dialectical conception of history, presents itself to us as nothing more than a method of investigation, 
as a few inspired leading thoughts, which offer us glimpses into the entirely new world, which open us to endless 
perspectives of independent activity, which wing our spirit for bold flights into unexplored regions.  

Nevertheless, even in this domain, with few exceptions the Marxist heritage lies shallow. The splendid 
new weapon rusts unused; and the theory of historical materialism remains as unelaborated and sketchy as was 
when first formulated by its creators.  

It cannot be said, then, that the rigidity and completeness of the Marxist edifice are the explanation of the 
failure of Marx’s successors to go on with the building.  

We are often told that our movement lacks the persons of talent who might be capable of further 
elaborating Marx’s theories. Such a lack is, indeed, of long standing; but the lack itself demands an explanation, 
and cannot be put forward to answer the primary question. We must remember that each epoch forms its own 
human material; that if in any period there is a genuine need for theoretical exponents, the period will create the 
forces requisite for the satisfaction of that need.  

But is there a genuine need, an effective demand, for the further development of Marxist theory? 
In an article upon the controversy between the Marxist and the Jevonsian Schools in England, Bernard 

Shaw, the talented exponent of Fabian semi-socialism, derides Hyndman for having said that the first volume of 
Capital had given him a complete understanding of Marx, and that there were no gaps in Marxist theory – 
although Friedrich Engels, in the preface of the second volume of Capital, subsequently declared that the first 
volume with its theory of value, had left unsolved a fundamental economic problem, whose solution would not be 
furnished until the third volume was published. Shaw certainly succeeded here in making Hyndman’s position 
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seem a trifle ridiculous, though Hyndman might well derive consolation from the fact that practically the whole 
socialist world was in the same boat!  

The third volume of Capital, with its solution of the problem of the rate of profit (the basic problem of 
Marxist economics), did not appear till 1894. But in Germany, as in all other lands, agitation had been carried on 
with the aid of the unfinished material contained in the first volume; the Marxist doctrine had been popularized 
and had found acceptance upon the basis of this first volume alone; the success of the incomplete Marxist theory 
had been phenomenal; and no one had been aware that there was any gap in the teaching.  

Furthermore, when the third volume finally saw the light, whilst to begin with it attracted some attention 
in the restricted circles of the experts, and aroused here a certain amount of comment – as far as the socialist 
movement as a whole was concerned, the new volume made practically no impression in the wide regions where 
the ideas expounded in the original book had become dominant. The theoretical conclusion of volume 3 have not 
hitherto evoked any attempt at popularization, nor have they secured wide diffusion. On the contrary, even among 
the social democrats we sometimes hear, nowadays, reechoes of the “disappointment” with the third volume of 
Capital which is so frequently voiced by bourgeois economists – and thus the social democrats merely show how 
fully they had accepted the “incomplete” exposition of the theory of value presented in the first volume.  

How can we account for so remarkable a phenomenon? 
Shaw, who (to quote his own expression) is fond of “sniggering” at others, may have good reasons here, 

for making fun of the whole socialist movement, insofar as it is grounded upon Marx! But if he were to do this, he 
would be “sniggering” at a very serious manifestation of our social life. The strange fate of the second and third 
volumes of Capital is conclusive evidence as to the general destiny of theoretical research in our movement.  

From the scientific standpoint, the third volume of Capital must, no doubt, be primarily regarded as the 
completion of Marx’s critic of capitalism. Without this third volume, we cannot understand, either the actually 
dominant law of the rate of profit; or the splitting up of surplus value into profit, interest, and rent; or the working 
of the law of value within the field of competition. But, and this is the main point, all these problems, however 
important from the outlook of the pure theory, are comparatively unimportant from the practical outlook of the 
class war. As far as the class war is concerned, the fundamental theoretical problem is the origin of surplus value, 
that is, the scientific explanation of exploitation; together with the elucidation of the tendencies toward the 
socialization of the process of production, that is, the scientific explanation of the objective groundwork of the 
socialist revolution.  

Both these problems are solved in the first volume of Capital, which deduces the “expropriation of the 
expropriators” as the inevitable and ultimate result of the production of surplus value and of the progressive 
concentration of capital. Therewith, as far as theory is concerned, the essential need of the labor movement is 
satisfied. The workers, being actively engaged in the class war, have no direct interest in the question how surplus 
value is distributed among the respective groups of exploiters; or in the question how, in the course of this 
distribution, competition brings about rearrangements of production.  

That is why, for socialists in general, the third volume of Capital remain an unread book. 
But, in our movement, what applies to Marx’s economic doctrines applies to theoretical research in 

general. It is pure illusion to suppose that the working class, in its upward striving, can of its own accord become 
immeasurably creative in the theoretical domain. True that, as Engels said, the working class alone has today 
preserved an understanding of and interest in theory. The workers’ craving for knowledge is one of the most 
noteworthy cultural manifestation of our day. Morally, too, the working-class struggle denotes the cultural 
renovation of society. But active participation of the workers in the march of science is subject to fulfillment of 
very definite social conditions.  

In every class society, intellectual culture (science and art) is created by the ruling class; and the aim of 
this culture is in part to ensure the direct satisfaction of the needs of the social process, and in part to satisfy the 
mental needs of the members of the governing class.  

In the history of earlier class struggles, aspiring classes (like the Third Estate in recent days) could 
anticipate political dominion by establishing an intellectual dominance, inasmuch as, while they were still 
subjugated classes, they could set up a new science and a new art against obsolete culture of the decadent period.  
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The proletariat is in a very different position. As a nonpossessing class, it cannot in the course of its 
struggle upwards spontaneously create a mental culture of its own while it remains in the framework of bourgeois 
society. Within that society, and so long as its economic foundations persist, there can be no other culture than a 
bourgeois culture. Although certain “socialist” professors may acclaim the wearing of neckties, the use of visiting 
cards, and the riding of bicycles by proletarians as notable instances of participation in cultural progress, the 
working class as such remains outside contemporary culture. Notwithstanding the fact that the workers create 
with their own hands the whole social substratum of this culture, they are only admitted to its enjoyment insofar 
as such admission is requisite to the satisfactory performance of their functions in the economic and social process 
of capitalist society.  
The working class will not be in a position to create a science and an art of its own until it has been fully 
emancipated from its present class position.  

The utmost it can do today is to safeguard bourgeois culture from the vandalism of the bourgeois reaction, 
and create the social conditions requisite for a free cultural development. Even along these lines, the workers, 
within the extant form of society, can only advance insofar as they can create for themselves the intellectual 
weapons needed in their struggle for liberation.  

But this reservation imposes upon the working class (that is to say, upon the workers’ intellectual leaders) 
very narrow limits in the field of intellectual activities. The domain of their creative energy is confined to one 
specific department of science, namely social science. For, inasmuch as “thanks to the peculiar connection of the 
idea of the Fourth Estate with our historical epoch”, enlightenment concerning the laws of social development has 
become essential to the workers in the class struggle, this connection has borne good fruit in social science, and 
the monument of the proletarian culture of our days is – Marxist doctrine.  

But Marx’s creation, which as a scientific achievement is a titanic whole, transcends the plain demands of 
the proletarian class struggle for whose purposes it was created. Both in his detailed and comprehensive analysis 
of capitalist economy, and in his method of historical research with its immeasurable field of application, Marx 
has offered much more than was directly essential for the practical conduct of the class war.  

Only in proportion as our movement progresses, and demands the solution of new practical problems do 
we dip once more into the treasury of Marx’s thought, in order to extract therefrom and to utilize new fragments 
of his doctrine. But since our movement, like all the campaigns of practical life, inclines to go on working in old 
ruts of thought, and to cling to principles after they have ceased to be valid, the theoretical utilization of the 
Marxist system proceed very slowly.  
If, then, today we detect a stagnation in our movement as far as these theoretical matters are concerned, this is not 
because the Marxist theory upon which we are nourished is incapable of development or has become out-of-date. 
On the contrary, it is because we have not yet learned how to make an adequate use of the most important mental 
weapons which we had taken out of the Marxist arsenal on account of our urgent need for them in the early stages 
of our struggle. It is not true that, as far as practical struggle is concerned, Marx is out-of-date, that we had 
superseded Marx. On the contrary, Marx, in his scientific creation, has outstripped us as a party of practical 
fighters. It is not true that Marx no longer suffices for our needs. On the contrary, our needs are not yet adequate 
for the utilization of Marx’s ideas.  

Thus do the social conditions of proletarian existence in contemporary society, conditions first elucidated 
by Marxist theory, take vengeance by the fate they impose upon Marxist theory itself. Though that theory is an 
incomparable instrument of intellectual culture, it remains unused because, while t is inapplicable to bourgeois 
class culture, it greatly transcends the needs of the working class in the matter of weapons for the daily struggle. 
Not until the working class has been liberated from its present conditions of existence will the Marxist method of 
research be socialized in conjunction with the other means of production, so that it can be fully utilized for the 
benefit of humanity at large, and so that it can be developed to the full measure of its functional capacity.  
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George Rawick, “The Historical Roots of Black Liberation” (July 1968) 
 

The Black Revolution, particularly in its latest phase, has challenged all previous interpretations of the 
history of black people, not only in the United States but everywhere in the Western world and in Africa. No 
longer is it possible to write credibly the liberal, integrationist history which pictures only black contributions to 
American society and stresses the victimization of the slaves. History written under the slogan “Black and White, 
Unite and Fight” does not give us grounds on which to understand the contemporary black movement. Unless we 
find the real historical roots of Black Power we are faced with a situation unparalleled in world history: a massive 
revolutionary movement which comes from nowhere and is born fully grown. [1] 

The central focus of the recent discussion of slavery in the United States has been a discussion of the 
slave personality. What did slavery do to the development of the human being? One group of social analysts has 
refurbished the Sambo image, translating it from “racial” to “psychological” terms. Using an amalgam of 
Freudian psychology and social-psychological role theory, Stanley Elkins has essentially argued that slavery 
“infantilized” the slave personality. Although Elkins allows himself escape mechanisms from the full implications 
of this theory, nevertheless his argument does amount to the claim that slaves generally did not become full 
adults. Others such as Nathan Glazer and Daniel Moynihan have added another dimension with a complicated 
discussion of the so-called matrifocal family. They conclude that a lack of social circumstances necessary to 
produce mature adults has been reinforced from slavery to the present. Black people, in these conceptions, are 
inherently maladjusted to American society, implying that some figure or institution must shape them up. Thus 
the theory of the slave and his descendents as Victim. 

On the other hand, there has been a continuation of more traditional liberal theory. If the slaves acted as if 
they accepted their subordinate status, it has been argued, they were only feigning such accommodation – only 
putting on “the Man.” Like the first theory, this does violence to the facts and carries clear ideological 
implications. While Elkins and his academic kin have attempted to produce a sophisticated conservative defense 
of existing social relations, the second school’s results suggest moderate reforms. Neither can be related to a 
revolutionary theory or practice. 

Men do not make revolution for light and transient reasons, but rather only when they can no longer stand 
the contradictions in their personalities do they move in a sharp and decisive fashion. As Hegel, Marx, Camus and 
Farnon have well understood, the victim is the rebel, indeed all rebels are men and women resolving the classic 
contradiction laid out by Rousseau: “Man is born free and everywhere he is in chains.” As Hegel demonstrated in 
the famous dialogue of master and slave in Phenomenology of the Mind, the slave struggles against the master 
by struggling with his own internal dilemmas. The social struggle begins, in an immediate sense, as a struggle 
within the slave and only them becomes externalized and objectified. Therefore, unless the slave is 
simultaneously Sambo and revolutionary, Sambo and Nat Turner, he can be neither Sambo nor Nat Turner. He 
can only be a wooden man, a theoretical abstraction.  

Genovese’s Work 
From the perspective of the Movement, the only work that seriously approaches a sufficiently high level 

of discussion is that of Eugene Genovese, who unites a study of Marxism with a respect for and deep knowledge 
of the concrete experiences of the slaves themselves. Genovese’s studies reach far beyond those of others, but his 
work has not yet developed into a fully Marxist history. I hope to discuss first why I believe this is so, and then 
briefly indicate an alternative direction. [2] 

Like C. Wright Mills before him, Genovese concentrates largely on the nature of the ruling class. To 
paraphrase some remarks he made at the Smith College Conference on Negro Slavery in February 1968, we must 
be primarily concerned with comparative studies of the ruling classes produced by Negro slave societies. This 
concentration seems to me undialectical, onesided, and needlessly schematic. My counter-thesis is that the most 
important problems inherent in the study of plantation production based on slave labor can be solved only by an 
analysis of the class struggle between masters and slaves; such analysis must begin with the self-activity of the 
slaves themselves. If one writes from such a perspective, then all history is indeed the history of the class struggle: 
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as E.P. Thompson, Georges Lefebvre, C.L.R. James and other Marxist historians have brilliantly demonstrated, 
the defeats are inevitable and necessary stages in the struggle that leads to their ultimate triumph. 

This view is central to the above mentioned master/slave dialogue in Hegel, dialogue which forms the 
basis of the Marxist dialectic. While Genovese knows the importance of this discussion in Hegel (and has quoted 
it in The Political Economy of Slavery), he shies away from exploring its full implications. A social passimism 
combined with what seems to me a sectarian impatience with history flaws his work. For example, he sees the 
American Revolution in the South essentially as a reactionary slave-owners rebellion. But it is apparent that the 
Revolution also represented the success of small farmers, non-slave-owners. Similarly, one could maintain that it 
was not until the 1830’s that the conflict between planter and non-planter whites was decisively won by the 
former. Moreover, as Genovese understands, the struggle continued into the 1840’s and 1850’s with Hinton 
Helper’s The Impending Crisis, published in 1857; as the manifesto of the non-slave-owning whites. But 
precisely because Genovese’s work is not a sterile academic enterprise but a personal attempt to intervene in the 
contemporary struggle, he allows his pessimism to interfere with his search for implications, presenting the South 
as a monolith. 

Genovese handles the Sambo-rebel problem in a very brittle way, seeing it essentially as a problem of 
historical progression. Sambo could become the rebel in certain situations, and Genovese seeks to discover “the 
condition under which the personality pattern could become inverted and a seemingly docile slave could suddenly 
become fierce.” He even suggests that had the French Jacobins taken power in 1790 rather than 1794, they would 
have abolished slavery in San Domingo and therefore liberated the slaves from the outside (rather than, as 
historical fact, they liberating themselves). If so, he comments, “we would ... today be reading a Haitian Elkins 
whose task would be to explain the extraordinary docility of the country’s blacks.” All previous indication of 
rebelliousness in San Domingo is relegated by Genovese to unimportance: “We find a Sambo stereotype and a 
weak tradition of rebellion ... when the island suddenly exploded in the greatest slave revolution in history, 
nothing lay behind it but Sambo and a few hints.” 

This conclusion is fundamentally absurd, the absurdity of sincere but pessimistic radical scholarship. 
Despite Genovese’s stated respect for C.L.R. James, he seems to be turning the historian upside down. For the 
point James is making in The Black Jacobins – a point which cannot be missed by the careful reader – is that the 
oppressed continuously struggle in forms of their own choosing and surprise all mankind when they transform the 
day-to-day struggle into monumental revolutionary deeds. The pre-revolutionary activity was a necessary 
predecessor to the Haitian revolt; and without Gabriel Prosser, Denmark Vessey and Nat Turner, there could have 
been no Fredrick Douglass, Rap Brown, Malcolm X and Eldridge Cleaver. 

Sambo? 
This is not to argue that the slave was in no sense Sambo. A man is Sambo precisely when he is at the 

very point of rebellion he is fearful of being the rebel. Rebel he must be, but self-confident he is not. The greatest 
of all abolitionist leaders, the ex-slave Fredrick Douglass, tells repeatedly in his autobiography that when in the 
very act of fleeing, he was not only afraid – he also felt he was doing something wrong. Everything seemed to tell 
him that he was incapable of being a freeman; but at the same time, everything told him he must be a freeman. 
Unless we understand the contradictory nature of the human personality in class societies, we can never portray 
reality. One never knows whether the victim or the rebel will manifest himself again, but then again one need 
never know. It does not matter. In real life, men engage and then they see. The man of courage is not afraid to act, 
not because he is certain he will not be the coward, but only because he knows that, if he does not act, he most 
certainly will be the coward. 

The Sambo image is used often to give a facile explanation for the fact that there were very few slave 
revolts in North America. Because men were Sambo – and to be Sambo in this view, as we have shown, has 
meant that one could not be simultaneously the rebel – there were no successful slave revolts. This is an example 
of finding a very complicated, cumbersome solution when a more simple and direct explanation is at hand. Slaves 
from the Caribbean and Brazil, areas where the Sambo image and reality were as present as in Worth America, 
engaged in great and at times successful slave revolts. Wo talk of Sambo and infantilization need be brought into 
account for the failure of large-scale slave revolts in North America. The matter was really much simpler. Slaves 
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in North America were in every respect far outnumbered by the whites, who in any area could successfully hold 
off an attack until help came from elsewhere. 

The slave revolt was not the usual method of direct action on the part of slaves in the United States 
because it was obvious that such a small, isolated minority could not successfully struggle this way. Rather the 
slaves usually chose other, more suitable tactics. While the slaves did not engage, particularly after the defeat of 
Nat Turner in 1831, in large revolts, they did struggle in a most conscious fashion and in a most successful 
manner through the Underground Railroad, strikes, and acts of individual withholding of or destruction of 
production. Most important, they fashioned their own independent community through which men and women 
and their children could find the cultural defenses against their oppressors. 

The black community was the center of life for the slaves. It gave them, marked off from the rest of 
society, an independent base. The slave did not suffer from rootlessness – he belonged to the slave community 
and even if he were sold down the river, would usually be able to find himself in a new community much like his 
previous one, in which there would be people who shared a common destiny and would help him find a new life. 

Slave Self-Activity 
The slave labored from sunup to sundown and sometimes beyond. This labor, which dominated part of 

the slave’s existence, has often been described but never in terms of its relationship to the slave community nor to 
what the slave did from sundown to sunup. Under slavery, as under any other social system, the lowest of the low 
were not totally dominated by the system and the master class. They found ways of alleviating the worst of the 
system and at times of dominating the masters. What slaves accomplished was the creation of a unified Negro 
community in which class differences within the community, while not totally eradicated, were much less 
significant than the ties of blackness in a white man’s world. 

While slaves were oppressed and exploited under slavery, they fought back in a day-by-day struggle 
which did not lead directly to liberation, but which in fact prevented that “infantilization” of personality that many 
historians insist took place. While there was, of course, an impact upon the slave personality of the institution, 
“infantilization” hardly describes it. In fact, what must be seen is the fact that the result was quite contradictory. 
On the one hand, submissiveness and a sense that one deserved to be a slave; but on the other, a great deal of 
anger and a great deal of competence to express this anger in ways that protected the personality and had 
objective results in the improvement of the slave’s situation. 

The metaphors of static psychology such as “infantilization” are most dangerous ones for they claim too 
much for conditioning. In any society based upon exploitation and social hierarchy, most people at all levels of 
the society display extreme ambivalence of personality. This “highest of the high and lowest of the low” 
syndrome produces social greatness as well as social incompetence. (Erik Erikson, for example, in The Young 
Man Luther, describes the religious revolutionary Martin Luther as a man who felt himself to be both a 
subservient worthless child and a man chosen by God the Father to do His work. Only in fighting his heavenly 
Father’s enemies would the child become a man.) Those who have raised the issue of the “infantilization” of the 
slave personality do so in connection with the argument that the Africans in being taken to the New World were 
“deculturalized” and that the only culture put in its place was the white man’s culture. On this basis, no African 
culture and no new culture could really matter; thus cultural dependency, wardship, infantilization. The Negro in 
the United States, they argue, had no culture of his own and was simply a very deprived member of the majority 
culture. 

This school of slavery historiography is dependent upon the curious notion that “personality” and 
“culture” are like old clothes that can be discarded easily. However, one can never remove culture, although one 
can transform it. The ability of men to learn the simplest tasks is dependent upon the utilization of the existing 
cultural apparatus. New cultures emerge out of the older cultures gradually, never completely destroying the 
traces of the past. Revolutions, at their best, do not obliterate past society but liberate that which is alive from its 
domination by social classes no longer able to utilize the achievements of mankind for human purposes. In short, 
culture is a profoundly historical reality and not an ahistorical abstraction. 

Afro-American Culture 
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The process whereby the African changed in order to meet the new environment was dependent upon his 
African culture. While slavery altered social patterns, it did not wholly obliterate African culture. The Br’er 
Rabbit stories of North America are not as Joel Chandler Harris in his racist wisdom imagined them to be. They 
are not childlike tales for toddlers. They contain the insight of a people and express a most sophisticated view of 
human life. 

There are a variety of myths and folktales from Negro populations in Africa and the New World in which 
a relatively weak creature succeeds in at least surviving in his competition with the greater beasts. At times he 
even wins, but he never really loses. He is absurd, but he is filled with life and he keeps struggling with his 
destiny. In West Africa he is often called Legba and is portrayed as a spider or a rabbit or at times as a little black 
man. He survives by his wits and manages to live in competition with his more powerful neighbors. He appears in 
Brazil and as Papa Legba in Haitian voodoo. Elsewhere in the Caribbean we have Anansi, the spider trickster, 
who defeats Lion, Tiger, and Snake in great contests of wits. 

Sometimes in the Caribbean he becomes Br’er Rabbit, the form in which he is known in North America. 
In all cases we have a creature whose life situation is very much like that of slaves. He survives, even occasionally 
triumphs, over the more powerful beasts; and whatever he does, he gains the sympathy of the non-powerful 
everywhere. In fact, he always seems to have a greater share of the classic human virtues than the Great Beasts. 
In myth and folklore the slave not only acted out his desires, He accomplished much more than that. In his 
laughter and pleasure at the exploits of Legba, Anansi, and Br’er Rabbit he created for himself, out of his own 
being, that necessary self-confidence denied to him by so much of his environment. 

We get another example, a most crucial one, of the relationship of the slave community to the slave 
struggle in the slave religion. The religion of the slaves not only provided a link with the most modern of 
naturalistic and humanistic philosophy, but also with the concrete day-by-day struggles of the slaves themselves. 
Slave revolts themselves were often related to what has been called in several accounts the “African cult 
meeting”. We have an overwhelming amount of evidence of regular late night or early morning “sings” and 
religious meetings held either in the slave quarters or in nearby swamps or river banks. 

But, above all, for the period from the defeat of the rebellion of Nat Turner’s rebellion in 1831 to the Civil 
War, the African cult and its related community provided the basis for social life of the slaves. In these thirty 
years the Negro slaves retrenched, struggled to maintain a coherent culture, infused human dignity and human 
possibility into the day-by-day life of the slave, and above all built the Underground Railroad. The real Uncle 
Tom of Harriet Beecher Stowe’s book was the leader of the slaves on the plantation precisely because he was 
more courageous than all the other slaves as well as wise in the ways of protecting his people in their isolation. 
Also, Negro spirituals were the legitimate and necessary manifestations of this period. The slave personality was 
kept whole by the conscious and deep-seated realities of the Afro-American culture as expressed in the day-by-
day and night-by-night life of the slave quarters. While the struggle was neither dramatic nor heroic in an epic 
way, it was real and successful. 

Through the instrumentality of the African cult, a concrete expression of a philosophy most adequate to 
the task at hand, the Afro-American slave prepared the ground and built the community out of which could come 
the struggles of the abolitionist movement. Abolitionism was at all times dominated by Afro-Americans, not by 
whites. Every abolitionist newspaper depended upon the support of Negro freedmen for its continuation. And 
these black freedmen received their impetus from the struggles of their brothers and sisters in slavery. Rather than 
stemming from the New England Brahmin conscience, abolitionism grew from, and carried, the necessity of black 
liberation whatever the cost. And in liberating the black community abolitionism transformed American society; it 
took the lead in creating a new America. 

Although it will seem outrageous for those who think of movements as primarily organizations, offices, 
finances, printing presses and newspapers, writers and petitions, the heart of abolitionism was the slave 
community itself. The Underground Railroad, the efforts of the slaves for their own liberation, and their struggles’ 
impact on Northern Whites and slave blacks – these were the movement’s indispensible core. In the South, it gave 
the slaves the hope that enabled them to engage in the daily struggles that won for them that amount of breathing 
space which made more than mere continued existence possible. 
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With the defeat of Nat Turner’s rebellion the slaves turned more and more to building their day-by-day 
resistance: to the Underground Railroad, to individual acts of resistance, to slave strikes. There were countless 
strikes among the slaves, strikes that were often successful. A group of slaves would after some particular incident 
of brutality on the part of master or overseer take off for the swamps where they would hide out. After a period 
they would send in a representative to arrange for a conference at which there would be “collective bargaining”. 
Sometimes they lost, of course, and to lose meant to be whipped and at times even more severely punished. But 
nevertheless the strikes went on. 

Resistance of the slaves had its results. While the corruption of the master class and other whites in 
Southern society has often been commented upon, the linkage with the activities of the slaves has never been 
made. The slaves themselves created the conditions for the inner corruption of the Master Class. While the rulers 
portrayed the institution of slavery as beneficent, the constant rebellion of the slaves made them know they lied. 
And when there is no way in which men can believe in the fundamental morality of a social system, even one they 
profit by, that system begins to die because the masters lose their ability to defend it. The slaves, in the struggle to 
the death with the rulers, repudiate the latter’s claim of moral justification, demonstrate to all the bad faith of the 
masters. (Seen from this vantage point, Twain’s Huckleberry Finn depicts the superiority of the moral claims of 
the runaway slave, Jim, to those of the masters based on property rights.) 

Black Civilization and White 
The southern slave owner was denuded of civilization by the very system he fostered. Instead of the 

southern plantation owner and the classes close to him being made up of the knights in armor of racist folklore, 
slavery produced a society in the American South dominated by a class who lived in corruption and within an 
atmosphere worthy of the Marquis de Sade. The picture of the life of the master drawn by the master class during 
slavery and by the romanticizers after slavery clashes sharply with the portrait drawn by the slaves themselves. 
In the few ways in which some genuine civilization and humanistic culture came through in the lives of the 
masters, it was the result of the humanizing and civilizing influence of slaves. Slave women provided some 
degree of a full humanity for the masters of whom they were concubines; they provided some genuine love and 
training for the young masters and mistresses; the slave children helped and taught the slave owners’ sons and 
daughters. In almost every other way the slave owner was a cruel man who whipped horses, slaves, and women, 
gambled and drank hard, and was quick with the Bowie knife and the gun against any real or fancied opponent. 
The white women were not the delicate ladies of the southern myth. The slaves almost universally reported that 
the women enjoyed whipping slaves more than did the men, that they often took out on their slaves their anger at 
their husbands, particularly when these men spent more time with their slave women than with their wives. The 
myth of the gracious South dies hard, but die it must. The slaves as they report their experiences turn upon its 
head the image of mint julep and magnolia. 
 
Notes 
1. It should be mentioned that the study upon which this article is based was begun before the slogan “Black Power” was 
born; it has a basis that precedes slogans and ideologies in the same sense that the concrete expression of Black Power in the 
independent black community preceded any internal ideological discussion. Nonetheless, the contemporary black struggle 
has clarified and illuminated many matters, rendering the discussion a very different one than the one begun nearly a decade 
ago. 
2. The full defense of my point of view is developed in my forthcoming multi-volumed work, The American Slave: From 
Sundown to Sunup whose volumes will begin to appear in the spring of 1969 under the imprint of Greenwood Press. The 
full ten to fourteen volume work will contain a one-volume introduction by myself followed by many volumes of annotated 
and edited slave autobiographies and narratives in which thousands of slaves and former slaves tell their own stories, which 
have either never been published or have been out of print for over a century. It is a telling commentary about American 
racism that no attempt previously has been made to develop a substantive history of American slavery based upon the records 
and artifacts left by the former slaves; indeed, most historians concluded that the material for such work did not exist. It is 
hoped that this work will be a challenge to others to revise history, based on even more careful and detailed studies of men’s 
self-activity. 
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Noel Ignatin, “Black Worker/White Worker,” (1972) 
In one department of a giant steel mill in northwest Indiana a foreman assigned a white worker to the job 

of operating a crane. The Black workers in the department felt that on the basis of seniority and job experience, 
one of them should have been given the job, which represented a promotion from the labor gang. They spent a 
few hours in the morning talking among themselves and agreed that they had a legitimate beef. Then they went 
and talked to the white workers in the department and got their support. After lunch the other crane operators 
mounted their cranes and proceeded to block in the crane of the newly promoted worker — one crane on each side 
of his — and run at the slowest possible speed, thus stopping work in the department. By the end of the day the 
foreman had gotten the message. He took the white worker off the crane and replaced him with a Black worker, 
and the cranes began to move again. 

A few weeks after the above incident, several of the white workers who had joined the Black operators in 
the slowdown took part in meetings in Glen Park, a virtually all-white section of Gary, with the aim of seceding 
from the city in order to escape from the administration of the Black mayor, Richard Hatcher. While the 
secessionists demanded, in their words, "the power to make the decisions which affect their lives," it was clear 
that the effort was racially inspired. 

At a large farm equipment manufacturing plant in Chicago, a Black worker was being tried out for a 
repair job on an assembly line. The foreman had been harassing the man, trying to disqualify him during his three-
day trial period. After two days of this, the majority of the workers on the line, Black and white, walked off their 
jobs demanding that the man be accepted for the job. The company backed down and work resumed. 

Later on, some of the same white workers took part in racist demonstrations at a Chicago high school. 
The demonstrations were called against "overcrowding" in an attempt to keep out several hundred Black students 
who had been transferred to the school as a result of redistricting. 

CIVIL WAR 
The foregoing anecdotes indicate some of the complexities and contradictions operating within the lives 

and within the minds of the white workers in this country: on the one hand, displays of democratic co-operation 
and fraternal relations with Black workers, and, on the other hand, examples of backwardness and selfishness 
which are unbecoming to members of a social class which hopes to reconstruct society in its image. What is 
taking place is a "civil war" in the mind of the white worker. In the community, on the job, in every sphere of life, 
he is being faced with a choice between two ways of looking at the world, two ways of leading his life. One way 
represents solidarity with the Black worker and the progressive forces of society. The other way represents 
alliance with the forces of exploitation and repression. 

I'd like to speak a bit about this "civil war" and examine some of what it means for the development of 
revolutionary strategy. 

In order to understand the contradictory, often bewildering behavior of people, especially white people, in 
this country, we must take up two questions. The first question is — on what does capitalist rule depend? 
There are groups, radical groups, which seem to operate on the premise that capitalist rule depends on the 
monopoly of guns and tanks held by the employing class and its ability to use them whenever it pleases against 
the exploited majority. This view explains why some groups put such great efforts into building alliances with all 
sorts of liberals to preserve constitutional forms of government. They hope, through these alliances, to limit the 
ability of the ruling class to use force against the people. 

I do not share this view of the secret of capitalist rule. I do not agree that capitalist power rests, at present, 
primarily on guns and tanks. It rests on the support of the majority of people. This support is usually passive, 
sometimes active, but nevertheless effective. 

COMPETITION AMONG THE WAGE EARNERS 
I contend that the key element in the popular acceptance of capitalist rule is the ideology and institution of 

white supremacy, which provides the illusion of common interests between the exploited white masses and the 
white ruling class. 
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Karl Marx wrote that wage slavery rests exclusively on competition among the wage earners. He meant 
that the existence of competition among the working class is responsible for the continued rule of the employing 
class and the inability of the working people to overthrow it and establish their rule. 

Why do people compete? They compete in order to get ahead. The fact must be admitted that, from a 
certain point of view, it is possible to "get ahead" in this society. Years and years of unquestioning loyalty and 
devotion to the company will, in a certain percentage of cases, result in advancement for the employee — 
advancement to a position of lead man, foreman, soft job, high bonus job, etc. Working people have various 
uncomplimentary terms to describe this sort of behavior. Yet large numbers of them live their lives in this way, 
and for a certain portion of these, it "pays off." 

Because of the peculiar development of America and the nature of capitalist policy in this country, there 
is a special element added to the general competition which exists among all workers. That special element is 
color, which throws the competition on a special basis, that raises color to a special place in the competition 
among workers. 

All workers compete; that is a law of capitalism. But Black and white workers compete with a special 
advantage on the side of the white. That is a result of the peculiar development of America, and is not inherent in 
the objective social laws of the capitalist system. 

In the same way that some individual workers gain advancement on the job by currying favor with the 
employer, white workers as a group have won a favored position for themselves by siding with the employing 
class against the non-white people. This favored status takes various forms, including the monopoly of skilled 
jobs and higher education, better housing at lower cost than that available to nonwhites, less police harassment, a 
cushion against the most severe effects of unemployment, better health conditions, as well as certain social 
advantages. 

We're trying to explain why people act as they do, and particularly why white workers act as they do. 
White working people aren't stupid. They don't act in a racist fashion simply out of blind prejudice. There are 
much more substantial causes — the system of white-skin privileges — which lead them to behave in a selfish, 
exclusionary manner. 

A Black steel worker told me that once, when he was working as a helper on the unloading docks, he 
decided to bid on an operator's job that was open. All the operators were white. He had worked with them before 
in his capacity as helper. They had been friends, had eaten together and chatted about all the things that workers 
talk about. When he bid on the operator's job, it became the task of the other operators to break him in. He was 
assigned to the job, and sent to work with them on the equipment, and given thirty days to learn the job. It quickly 
became clear to him that the other workers had no intention of permitting him to get that job. They operated the 
equipment in such a way as to prevent him from learning how. Workers are very skilled at that sort of thing. 

After two weeks, one of the white workers came to him and said, "Listen, I know what's going on here. 
You work with me on Monday and I'll break you in." The person who told me this story agreed — at least there 
was one decent white worker in the bunch. Friday afternoon came around, and the white worker approached him. 
With some embarrassment, he admitted that he had to back down from his offer. "It's bad enough when all the 
guys call me a n— lover, but when my own wife quits talking to me, well I just can't go through with it." 

The man who told me that story never succeeded in getting that job. 
What made those white workers act in the way they did? They were willing to be "friends" at the 

workplace, but only on the condition that the Black worker stay in "his place." They didn't want him to "presume" 
to a position of social equality if and when they met on "the outside." And they didn't want him to presume to 
share in the better jobs at the workplace. Those white workers understood that keeping themselves in "their place" 
in the company scheme of things depended upon helping to keep the Black worker in "his place." 

They had observed that whenever the Black people force the ruling class, in whole or in part, to make 
concessions to racial equality, the ruling class strikes back to make it an equality on a worse level of conditions 
than those enjoyed by the whites before the concessions. The white workers are thus conditioned to believe that 
every step toward racial equality necessarily means a worsening of their own conditions. Their bonus is cut. 
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Production rates go up. Their insurance is harder to get and more expensive. Their garbage is collected less often. 
Their children's schools deteriorate. 

This is how the white-skin privilege system works. If a small number of white workers do manage to see 
through the smoke screen and join in the fight together with the Black workers, the ruling class responds with 
bribes, cajolery, threats, violence and pressure multiplied a thousand fold to drive the thinking whites back into 
the "club" of white supremacists. And the purpose of all this is to prevent the white workers from learning the 
Black example, to prevent them from learning that if Blacks can force concessions from the boss through struggle, 
how much more could be accomplished if the white workers would get into the struggle against the boss instead 
of against the Black workers. 

A common approach to the problem posed above is that of the white radical who goes into a shop which 
has a typical pattern of discrimination against Black workers. Instead of directly taking up that issue and 
attempting to build a struggle for equality, he looks for some issue, like speedup, which affects all workers to one 
degree or another. He aims to develop a struggle around this issue, to involve all the workers in the struggle. He 
hopes that in the course of the struggle the white workers, through contact with Blacks, will lose their attitudes of 
racial superiority. This is the approach to the problem of unifying the working class which prevails within the 
radical movement today. 

I don't think it works. History shows it doesn't work. The result of this sort of false unity always leaves 
the Black worker still on the bottom. It always seems to be the demand for racial equality, the last one on the list, 
that is sacrificed in order to reach a settlement and celebrate the "great victory" of the struggle. 

Present-day unions are, to a considerable extent, the end product of this sort of approach. It is Black and 
white together on the picket line, and after the strike is over the white workers return to the skilled trades, the 
machining departments and the cleaner assembly areas, and the Black workers return to the labor gang and the 
open hearth. Every "victory" of this kind feeds the poison of racism and pushes further off the real unity of the 
working class which must be established if significant progress is to be made. 

There is no way to overcome the national and racial divisions within the working class except by directly 
confronting them. The problem of white supremacy must be fought out openly within the working class. 

HUG THE CHAINS OF AN ACTUAL WRETCHEDNESS 
Over eighty years ago, Tom Watson, the Georgia agrarian protest leader, wrote the following words, full 

of profound meaning: 
You might beseech a Southern white tenant to listen to you upon questions of finance, taxation and 

transportation; you might demonstrate with mathematical precision that herein lay his way out of poverty into 
comfort; you might have him "almost persuaded" to the truth, but if the merchant who furnished his farm supplies 
(at tremendous usury) or the town politician (who never spoke to him except at election times) came along and 
cried "Negro rule," the entire fabric of reason and common sense which you had patiently constructed would fall, 
and the poor tenant would joyously hug the chains of an actual wretchedness rather than do any experimenting on 
a question of mere sentiment . . . the argument against the independent movement in the South may be boiled 
down into one word — nigger. 

These words are as true today as when they were first written. They apply with equal force to workers as 
well as to farmers, and the truth of them is not limited to the South. Ted Allen has put it that white supremacy is 
the keystone of ruling class power, and the white-skin privilege is the mortar that holds it in place. 

There are two points in what I have been saying so far that are distinctive and that I wish to emphasize. 
The first point is that, for revolutionary strategists, the key problem is not the racism of the employing 

class, but the racism of the white worker. (After all, the boss's racism is natural to him because it serves his class 
interests.) It is the support by white workers for the employers' racial policies which represents the chief obstacle 
to all social progress in this country, including revolution. 

The second point is that this support has its basis in real conditions of life. It is not simply a matter of 
ignorance and prejudice, to be overcome by exhortation and appeals to reason. 
The second question I wish to take up is: where does socialism come from? 

TO IMPOSE ORDER ON CHAOS 
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In their daily activities, working people express the drive to reorganize society so that they become the 
masters of production instead of the servants of production — the essential meaning of Socialism. I would like to 
cite a few examples of this striving of workers. 

One of the characteristics of steel production is that it must be continuous: to stop the furnaces is a costly 
and time-consuming operation. (I heard a story that once in Colorado around 1912 the IWW pulled a strike at a 
steel mill and, instead of banking the furnaces, simply walked off the job. According to the story, that furnace 
stands today, over sixty years later, with a solid block of iron inside of it, unusable.) 

Steel is a continuous operation and has to be maintained that way. What the steel companies do is operate 
a system of three shifts, and a system of relief on the job: a worker can't leave the job until his relief shows up. 
The workers take advantage of this in various ways. There is one mill I know of in which the workers have 
organized a rotation system among themselves, in which they take turns calling off, allowing the person they are 
scheduled to relieve eight hours overtime in their place. There are a couple of dozen people involved in this, they 
have it organized in turns and it would probably take a professional mathematician several weeks of studying 
attendance records to figure out their system. It allows each worker to get an extra day off every few weeks, and 
then receive, in his turn, an enlarged paycheck — without working a single hour more than normal. You see, the 
company posts its schedule of work, and then the workers proceed to violate it and impose their own. 

Of course they don't have everything their own way. When the absenteeism gets too severe the company 
cracks down and threatens reprisals, and the workers are forced to slack off for a while. Then, when the heat is 
off, they go back to their own schedule. 

Another example. One of the characteristics of the capitalist scheme of production is the division between 
maintenance and production workers. This is universal under capitalism. There is one category of workers who 
perform the same operation minute after minute for their entire lives, and another category of workers who go 
around fixing machines when they break down. In the United States this division has been adapted to serve the 
system of white-skin privileges. White workers are generally given preference for the jobs in maintenance, which 
are usually easier, cleaner, more interesting and higher paying than production jobs. 

The workers respond to this division in ways that at first sight seem bewildering. When they get angry at 
the company, production workers will not perform the simplest and most routine maintenance task. They will stop 
an entire operation waiting for a maintenance worker to change a fuse. 

A Black worker in maintenance, one of the few, told this story. He was called to repair a piece of 
equipment that had failed. Unable to locate the trouble, he called his foreman to help. The foreman was also 
unable to find the trouble, and so he called a higher-up. They stood around for a while scratching their heads and 
then decided to go back to the office and study the schematic drawings of the equipment to see if they would 
reveal the trouble. After the foremen had left, the Black maintenance worker asked the production worker, who 
was also Black, what was wrong with the machine. He replied that he had thrown the wrong switch by mistake 
and blown some obscure control device. He pointed it out, after swearing the maintenance worker to secrecy, and 
it was fixed in three minutes. His attitude was — no one had asked him what was wrong, and if they treated him 
like a dope he would act like a dope. 

This is one side of the workers' response to the arbitrary maintenance-production split. On the other hand, 
they make efforts to overcome the barriers in their way, to master the entire process of production in order to 
express their full human capacities. Production workers do everything they can to learn about their equipment. On 
some occasions they go to great lengths to make repairs themselves without calling the maintenance department. 
Maintenance workers also show this striving to break down artificial barriers. Many times they voluntarily grab a 
shovel or perform other tasks which are outside of their job requirements. But if the foreman orders them to do it, 
they will curse him and refuse. 

These efforts by both production and maintenance workers to break down the barriers erected between 
them represent the striving of working people to master the equipment which makes the things they need, to gain 
control over the work process so that labor itself becomes a source of satisfaction to them. 

There are many other examples that indicate the efforts of workers to impose their order on the chaos of 
capitalist production. If we want to know what socialism in the United States will look like, we should carefully 

124



study the activities of the working people today, because the ingredients of the socialist society appear right now 
in embryonic, subordinated ways. 

THE ULTIMATE EXPLOITED 
Now I must tie together the two lines of argument I have been pursuing so far, and pose the question — 

where does the Black struggle fit into all this? Please note: by Black struggle I mean the autonomous Black 
movement. I do not mean any particular organization, although a number of organizations are part of it. I am 
referring to the tendency on the part of large numbers of Black people, especially workers, to find ways of acting 
together independent of white control and white approval, and to decide their course of action based simply on 
what they feel is good for Black people, not what serves some so-called larger movement. 

The elements of such an autonomous Black movement exist. They are repressed and subordinated, just as 
the autonomous efforts of workers generally are repressed. The conscious and determined efforts of the white 
ruling class to flood the Black community with drugs are one indication of the serious threat the Black movement 
poses to official society. 

In spite of all the efforts of the ruling class to suppress it, the Black movement exists. How does it fit into 
the general movement of all the oppressed to revolutionize society? I wish to make three points. 

First of all, the Black workers are the ultimate exploited in this country. They have no possibility of rising 
as a group to oppress anyone else. In spite of what many whites think about such subjects as welfare, Black 
people receive no favors as a group from the capitalist class. 

In the second place, the daily activities of the Black people, especially the Black workers, are the best 
existing model for the aspirations of the workers generally as a distinct class of people. Other groups in society, 
when they act collectively on their own, usually represent partial and occasionally even reactionary interests. The 
activities of the Black workers are the most advanced outpost of the new society we seek to establish. 

THE CHALLENGE TO WHITE WORKERS 
In the third place, the autonomous movement of Black people poses a constant challenge to white workers 

to, in the words of C. L. R. James, "take the steps which will enable the working people to fulfill their historic 
destiny of building a society free of the domination of one class or one race over another." 

The Black movement poses a challenge, not merely to white workers in general, but to those white 
intellectuals, workers or not, who regard themselves as in some sense radical or revolutionary. This is a challenge 
which, in the past, they have generally not lived up to. This challenge is not something limited to history either; it 
continually comes up, in new ways as well as old ones. Let me offer a few examples. 

The system of seniority was originally fought for by the unions as a defense against individual favoritism 
and arbitrary discipline by the boss. Through a fairly involved process, seniority has been adapted to serve the 
needs of white supremacy. The boss decided whom to hire first, and the seniority system placed the union label on 
the practice of relegating Blacks to the status of "last hired, first fired." As Black workers press forward with their 
demands for full equality in all spheres of life, they increasingly come into conflict with the seniority system and 
other devices which uphold white supremacy, such as certain types of tests, and so forth. The white workers often 
react defensively. In many cases they insist that their resistance is not due to any prejudice against Black people, 
but is merely an objection to bypassing what has become the regular procedure for advancement. On more than 
one occasion, Black workers have forced the employer to open a new job area to them, only to run up against the 
rigid opposition of white workers. 

White revolutionaries must understand, and help the masses of white workers to understand, that the 
interests of the entire working class can only be served by standing firmly with the Black workers in such cases. 
Or consider the dispute over jobs in the construction trades, which reached a peak several years ago in a number 
of cities, and is still going on in some places. In Chicago it took the form of, on one side, a community coalition 
led by Rev. C. T. Vivian, a number of elements around SCLC and Operation PUSH, and various diverse forces 
from among the Black community and youth, along with, apparently, some financial backing from the Ford 
Foundation and the Chicago Northwestern Railway. The aim of the struggle was to gain entrance for Blacks into 
the construction trades. The means used was to surround various ongoing construction sites with mass picketing 
in order to stop work on them until Black workers were admitted in proportion to their numbers in the city. On the 
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other side was a united front of the construction unions and contractors. Of course their defense was that they do 
not practice racial discrimination; that Black workers simply had not applied for or passed the tests for 
admittance. 

What is the position of radicals to be in a case like this? There have been arguments that the Ford 
Foundation and other such forces are using the Black movement to weaken the construction unions and drive 
down the cost of labor. That argument is not without validity; it is difficult to believe that the Ford Foundation 
and the Chicago Northwestern Railway are unselfishly interested in the cause of Black workers. 

Some radical groups, from a lofty position of supposed objectivity, took it upon themselves to advise the 
Black coalition that instead of directing their struggle against the admittedly unfair assignment of jobs, they 
should recognize the fact that there was s shortage of jobs in construction and should join with the unions to 
expand the number of jobs, which would benefit Black as well as white and avoid the danger of "dividing the 
working class" as the present struggle was allegedly doing. This, of course, was merely a radical-sounding version 
of the argument given by the construction unions and contractors themselves, who would welcome any support 
from any quarter which offered to expand the industry. 

The response of the Black masses to this argument was to press forward the struggle to open those jobs up 
or shut them down. Their actions showed their confidence that it was they who were using the Ford Foundation 
and not the other way around, and that as for the problems of the construction industry, these could not be of 
concern to them until they became part of it. 

Some listeners may sense the justice in what I have been arguing, and at the same time question its 
practicability. Wherein lies the basis for establishing solidarity among the working class? Is it possible to expect 
white workers to repudiate privileges which are real in the interests of something so abstract as justice? 

POISON BAIT 
The answer is that the system of white-skin privileges, while it is undeniably real, is not in the interests of 

white workers as part of a class which aims at transforming society to its roots. The acceptance of a favored status 
by white workers binds them to wage slavery, makes them subordinate to the capitalist class. The repudiation, that 
is, the active rejection, through struggle, of this favored status is the precondition for the participation by white 
workers in the struggle of workers as a distinct social class. A metaphor which has been used in the past, and 
which I still find appropriate, is that white-skin privileges are poison bait, a worm with a hook in it. To be willing 
to leap from the water to exert the most determined and violent efforts to throw off the hook and the worm is the 
only way to avoid landing on the dinner table. 

Let me offer a historical parallel. Back in the 1930's when people were organizing the CIO, one of the 
problems they had to face was that many workers in the plants had worked out a means of survival which 
consisted of gaining advancement for themselves in return for favors for the boss. Old timers still talk about how, 
back in the days before the union, if you wanted a promotion or even wanted to keep your job in the event of a 
layoff, you had to mow the boss's lawn or wash his car or give him a bottle of whiskey at Christmas. In order to 
bring a union into those plants, that sort of activity had to be defeated. It was undeniably true that those who 
washed the foreman's car were the last workers laid off. On what basis was it possible to appeal to the workers to 
renounce this sort of behavior which they felt was necessary to their survival? The basis of the appeal was that it 
was precisely that sort of behavior which bound them and subordinated them to the company, and that the 
interests of solidarity of the entire work force demanded the repudiation of such individual arrangements. 

The appeal fell on deaf ears until it began to seem that there was a real possibility of making some basic 
changes in those plants. Until the CIO was present as a real force, until the momentum built up, until people 
began to feel that there was another way to live besides mowing the boss's lawn, they were not willing to 
repudiate the old way. 

Today, as a result of the CIO, in vast areas of American industry, any worker who was suspected of doing 
the sorts of favors for the foreman that were once taken for granted would be ostracized and treated with cold 
contempt by his fellow workers. (Some people may argue that the previous statement is an exaggeration, and that 
the spirit of togetherness and combativity has deteriorated over the years. To the extent that they are right, it 
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should be noted that this deterioration is in large part due to the habit of subservience encouraged by the general 
acceptance by white workers of racial privileges.) 

The time will come when the masses of white workers in our country will regard with disdain those 
among them who seek or defend racial privileges, in the same way they now have only contempt for someone 
who would wash the foreman's car in return for preferential treatment. 

A POWERFUL MAGNET 
Today the Black movement represents an alternative to the dominant mode of life in our country, in the 

same way the CIO represented an alternative to the old way of life in the factory. The relations which Black 
people, especially Black workers, have established among themselves, and the culture which has arisen out of 
their struggle, represent a model for a new society. The Black movement exercises a powerful attraction on all 
those who come into contact with it. 

Consider the matter of the position of women and relations between the sexes. Black women, as a result 
of their struggle for freedom as Black people, have achieved a great sense of their independence, not merely from 
one man but from men in general. This has forced Black men to accept a degree of independence for women that 
is rare in the rest of the population. Anyone who has observed the changes undergone by white, Latin or Asian 
women once they go to work and come into contact with Black women can see the extent to which the old way of 
women's unquestioned subservience to man has been undermined. The men may resent this process, but it is 
irreversible. 

The rise in general working-class militancy, observed by everyone in the last few years, is directly 
traceable to the influence of Black workers, who are generally recognized by all, including white workers, as the 
most militant and combative group of workers when it comes to taking on the company. The Black workers are 
drawing on the experience they have gained in their struggle for national freedom, and are beginning to transmit 
the lessons of that struggle to the white workers with whom they come in contact. 

The same thing is true also for the insurgent movement within the military, where the GI resistance, led 
by Black GIs, reached such proportions that it forced major changes in official government policy. 

This is true also for the insurgent movement within the prisons, where the resistance and courage of Black 
prisoners has pulled whites into the struggle for decent conditions and human dignity. 

For decades, politics, to white workers, has been a dirty word. It has meant nothing more than the right to 
choose every four years which gang of thieves is going to loot the public treasury for the next four. Beginning in 
1955 with the Montgomery bus boycott, when an entire city organized its own system of transportation as well as 
of public discussion and decision-making through the direct participation of thousands of people, the Black 
movement has created a new concept of citizenship and community. Continuing through the sitins, freedom rides, 
mass marches and urban rebellions, the Black movement has given new meaning to politics, and helped the 
American people in general to rediscover their tradition of self-organization and revolt. 

Many examples of this phenomenon could be cited from the only community in this country whose 
members greet each other as brother and sister. But the point is made: in spite of all the obstacles placed in its 
way, the Black movement, expressed in the patterns of life arising from struggle, represents a powerful magnetic 
pole to vast numbers of workers looking for a way out of the mess which is modern life. 

Recall, if you will, the anecdote with which I opened this talk: the case of the white workers acting in 
solidarity with the Black crane operators. Consider the position of the white workers in that case. They are under 
conflicting pressures. On the one hand, they see a group of workers preparing to strike a blow at the company and, 
like all workers everywhere, they want to deal themselves in, to hit back at the enemy which is oppressing them. 
On the other hand, to join with the Black workers in such a situation means turning against habit, against 
tradition, against their own status as racially privileged workers. 

They are faced with a choice, between their identity and interests as whites and their identity and interests 
as workers. What was it that made that particular group of workers in that situation decide, in the words of one 
activist, to be "more worker than white"? 

Their actions can only be explained by the fact that, whether or not they express it in words, the Black 
movement represented for them an alternative way of life, a way that was better and more attractive than the usual 

127



passive, subordinated life they were accustomed to. Anyone who has ever taken part in collective struggle knows 
that, regardless of how they may have acted afterwards, the experience left a lasting impression on them. 

What about the tasks of revolutionaries, and in particular white revolutionaries, in regard to this vital task 
of unifying the working class around its class interests? 

Things have changed in the last twenty years. It is no longer possible for any group which claims to be 
revolutionary to openly oppose the Black movement. Not if it hopes to have any following. There are one or two 
groups in the country that do, but nobody pays any attention to them. The point today is to define the relation 
between the Black movement and the general class struggle. And that is where the differences come out. 

Everybody in the movement is opposed to racism, everybody chants the litany that racism is the greatest 
barrier to class unity. Every group puts out propaganda against racism and sincerely strives to win the workers to 
the struggle against it. 

But what about those cases where the struggle of Black workers and Black people against racial 
discrimination appears to conflict with the desire to unify the largest possible number of workers behind what are 
called "general class demands"? For example, as sometimes happens, when the aggressiveness of Black workers 
in pursuing their fight for equality tends to alienate white workers who might be willing to join with them in 
common efforts to achieve some reform of immediate and direct benefit to both groups? Then the trouble begins. 
And we must admit that some left-wing groups, especially those dominated by whites, are all too willing to set 
aside the special demands of the Black struggle. 

A BAD CHOICE 
A recent example of this might serve to clarify the difference between the two approaches. At a large 

electrical appliance manufacturing plant in Chicago, one of the radical groups, the Revolutionary Union, sent a 
few people in. The radicals began putting out a plant newsletter which raised the issues of speedup, safety, low 
wages — all the various grievances of the workers — and also carried on a fairly aggressive campaign against 
racial discrimination, against the exclusion of Black workers from the better departments, etc. 

The group managed to build up considerable support, most of it among Black workers, which wasn't 
surprising since Black workers made up almost half the work force and were most victimized by the oppressive 
conditions the group was agitating against. 

After some time had passed, the strategists in the group who, it is safe to surmise, were the white radicals 
who had initiated it along with one or two newly radicalized workers from the plant, decided that, as a tactic, they 
ought to try and throw out the present union, the International Association of Machinists, which is one of the 
worst unions in the Chicago area, and bring in the United Electrical Workers union. That is the UE, the old left-
led union expelled in 1949 from the CIO and still under what is called progressive leadership. 

Anyhow, they took a group of workers down to the UE hall and met with the organizers there. The staff 
people were delighted that they were interested in bringing in the UE, but they observed that there weren't enough 
white workers in the committee. If they ever hoped to win the plant for the UE, they would have to involve more 
white workers in the organizing effort. 

That was certainly a logical effort. And so, what did the group do? They went back into the plant and 
began campaigning for the UE, using the newsletter as their chief vehicle. But now there was a change. The main 
aim became to reach the white workers, and so the line of the newsletter now became: all workers unite, the boss 
makes no distinction between Black and white, do not let race feeling divide us, bringing in the UE will benefit us 
all, our interests are all the same, etc. As for the exposures of racial discrimination and the campaign to abolish it 
in the plant, which had occupied so much of the group's attention prior to the decision to bring in the UE, that was 
laid aside in the interests of appealing to the broadest number of workers who could be won to the immediate 
goal, getting a better union. 

What is there to say about a story like this? What is there to do besides shake your head? Doesn't this 
represent, in capsule form, the whole history of labor movement in this country — the radicalization of the 
workers followed by the capitulation, on the part of the leadership, to the backward prejudices of the white 
workers? How many times does this experience have to be repeated? Apparently an infinite number until we learn 
the lesson. 
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By the way, the upshot of the organizing campaign was that the group didn't succeed in. fooling any white 
workers; they still considered it a Black power group and kept it at arm's length. But it did succeed in cooling the 
enthusiasm of the Black workers who were its initial base. 
Was there an alternative course that could have been followed in the particular situation? I think there was. 

NOTHING LESS THAN A TOTAL CHANGE 
The alternative would have been to encourage the group along its original lines, determined to fight 

consistently against white Supremacy regardless of what came up or came down — to develop the group as the 
core of a fighting movement in the plant that carried out struggles on the shop floor around all issues of concern to 
its members, including the issue of racial discrimination. 

It's probably true that such a group could not have been a majority movement at the beginning, or perhaps 
even for a considerable length of time. Most likely, as the group pushed firmly against racial discrimination it 
would alienate some white workers who could have been won to it otherwise. That's a choice that has to be made. 
The group in the plant made the wrong choice. 

I think that a group such as I describe, made up perhaps in the beginning almost entirely of Black 
workers, could have developed as a center of struggle in the plant, and a center of opposition to the company and 
the rotten union. As time went on, it could have attracted to itself white workers who were so fed up with their 
situation that they were looking for radical solutions — and would even identify with a "Black radical" outfit, so 
long as it seemed to offer a way out of the mess they were in. The very things which would make such a group 
repulsive to some workers would make it attractive to that increasing number of workers, Black as well as white, 
who are coming to sense that nothing less than a total change is worth fighting for. 

The course I advocate offers great difficulties — no doubt about it. It is likely that the repression directed 
against a radical group that relentlessly fought racial discrimination would be greater than against a more 
moderate group. It is possible that a group such as I describe could never have gained admittance into the UE. I 
freely concede all the difficulties. But then, who ever said that making a revolution was easy? 

As for the alternative, the course that was actually followed, we know all too well where that leads. 
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Mark Twain, excerpt from Huckleberry Finn, Chapter XXXI 
"That's me, every time," says I. "But maybe his chance ain't worth no more than that, if he'll sell it so 

cheap. Maybe there's something ain't straight about it."  
"But it IS, though -- straight as a string. I see the handbill myself. It tells all about him, to a dot -- paints 

him like a picture, and tells the plantation he's frum, below NewrLEANS. No-sirree-BOB, they ain't no trouble 
'bout THAT speculation, you bet you. Say, gimme a chaw tobacker, won't ye?"  

I didn't have none, so he left. I went to the raft, and set down in the wigwam to think. But I couldn't come 
to nothing. I thought till I wore my head sore, but I couldn't see no way out of the trouble. After all this long 
journey, and after all we'd done for them scoundrels, here it was all come to nothing, everything all busted up and 
ruined, because they could have the heart to serve Jim such a trick as that, and make him a slave again all his life, 
and amongst strangers, too, for forty dirty dollars.  

Once I said to myself it would be a thousand times better for Jim to be a slave at home where his family 
was, as long as he'd GOT to be a slave, and so I'd better write a letter to Tom Sawyer and tell him to tell Miss 
Watson where he was. But I soon give up that notion for two things: she'd be mad and disgusted at his rascality 
and ungratefulness for leaving her, and so she'd sell him straight down the river again; and if she didn't, 
everybody naturally despises an ungrateful nigger, and they'd make Jim feel it all the time, and so he'd feel ornery 
and disgraced. And then think of ME! It would get all around that Huck Finn helped a nigger to get his freedom; 
and if I was ever to see anybody from that town again I'd be ready to get down and lick his boots for shame. 
That's just the way: a person does a low-down thing, and then he don't want to take no consequences of it. Thinks 
as long as he can hide, it ain't no disgrace. That was my fix exactly. The more I studied about this the more my 
conscience went to grinding me, and the more wicked and low-down and ornery I got to feeling. And at last, when 
it hit me all of a sudden that here was the plain hand of Providence slapping me in the face and letting me know 
my wickedness was being watched all the time from up there in heaven,whilst I was stealing a poor old woman's 
nigger that hadn't ever done me no harm, and now was showing me there's One that's always on the lookout, and 
ain't agoing to allow no such miserable doings to go only just so fur and no further, I most dropped in my tracks I 
was so scared. Well, I tried the best I could to kinder soften it up somehow for myself by saying I was brung up 
wicked, and so I warn't so much to blame; but something inside of me kept saying, "There was the Sunday-school, 
you could a gone to it; and if you'd a done it they'd a learnt you there that people that acts as I'd been acting about 
that nigger goes to everlasting fire."  

It made me shiver. And I about made up my mind to pray, and see if I couldn't try to quit being the kind 
of a boy I was and be better. So I kneeled down. But the words wouldn't come. Why wouldn't they? It warn't no 
use to try and hide it from Him. Nor from ME, neither. I knowed very well why they wouldn't come. It was 
because my heart warn't right; it was because I warn't square; it was because I was playing double. I was letting 
ON to give up sin, but away inside of me I was holding on to the biggest one of all. I was trying to make my 
mouth SAY I would do the right thing and the clean thing, and go and write to that nigger's owner and tell where 
he was; but deep down in me I knowed it was a lie, and He knowed it. You can't pray a lie -- I found that out.  

So I was full of trouble, full as I could be; and didn't know what to do. At last I had an idea; and I says, I'll 
go and write the letter -- and then see if I can pray. Why, it was astonishing, the way I felt as light as a feather 
right straight off, and my troubles all gone. So I got a piece of paper and a pencil, all glad and excited, and set 
down and wrote:  
Miss Watson, your runaway nigger Jim is down here two mile below Pikesville, and Mr. Phelps has got him and 
he will give him up for the reward if you send.  

HUCK FINN.  
I felt good and all washed clean of sin for the first time I had ever felt so in my life, and I knowed I could 

pray now. But I didn't do it straight off, but laid the paper down and set there thinking -- thinking how good it was 
all this happened so, and how near I come to being lost and going to hell. And went on thinking. And got to 
thinking over our trip down the river; and I see Jim before me all the time: in the day and in the night-time, 
sometimes moonlight, sometimes storms, and we a-floating along, talking and singing and laughing. But 
somehow I couldn't seem to strike no places to harden me against him, but only the other kind. I'd see him 
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standing my watch on top of his'n, 'stead of calling me, so I could go on sleeping; and see him how glad he was 
when I come back out of the fog; and when I come to him again in the swamp, up there where the feud was; and 
such-like times; and would always call me honey, and pet me and do everything he could think of for me, and 
how good he always was; and at last I struck the time I saved him by telling the men we had small-pox aboard, 
and he was so grateful, and said I was the best friend old Jim ever had in the world, and the ONLY one he's got 
now; and then I happened to look around and see that paper.  

It was a close place. I took it up, and held it in my hand. I was a-trembling, because I'd got to decide, 
forever, betwixt two things, and I knowed it. I studied a minute, sort of holding my breath, and then says to 
myself:  

"All right, then, I'll GO to hell" -- and tore it up.  
It was awful thoughts and awful words, but they was said. And I let them stay said; and never thought no more 
about reforming. I shoved the whole thing out of my head, and said I would take up wickedness again, which was 
in my line, being brung up to it, and the other warn't. And for a starter I would go to work and steal Jim out of 
slavery again; and if I could think up anything worse, I would do that, too; because as long as I was in, and in for 
good, I might as well go the whole hog.  
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Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth (1961) 
 
Concerning Violence  

National Liberation, national renaissance, the restoration of nationhood to the people, commonwealth: 
whatever may be the headings used or the new formulas introduced, decolonization is always a violent 
phenomenon. At whatever level we study it—relationships between individuals, new names for sports clubs, the 
human admixture at cocktail parties, in the police, on the directing boards of national or private banks—
decolonization is quite simply the replacing of a certain “species” of men by another “species” of men. Without 
any period of transition, there is a total, complete, and absolute substitution. It is true that we could equally well 
stress the rise of a new nation, the setting up of a new state, its diplomatic relations, and its economic and political 
trends. But we have precisely chosen to speak of that kind of tabula rasa which characterizes at the outset all 
decolonization. Its unusual importance is that it constitutes, from the very first day, the minimum demands of the 
colonized. To tell the truth, the proof of success lies in a whole social structure being changed from the bottom up. 
The extraordinary importance of this change is that it is willed, called for, demanded. The need for this change 
exists in its crude state, impetuous and compelling, in the consciousness and in the lives of the men and women 
who are colonized. But the possibility of this change is equally experienced in the form of a terrifying future in 
the consciousness of another “species” of men and women: the colonizers.  

Decolonization, which sets out to change the order of the world is, obviously, a program of complete 
disorder. But it cannot come as a result of magical practices, nor of a natural shock, nor of a friendly 
understanding. Decolonization, as we know, is a historical process: that is to say that it cannot be understood, it 
cannot become intelligible nor clear to itself except in the exact measure that we can discern the movements 
which give it historical form and content. Decolonization is the meeting of two forces, opposed to each other by 
their very nature, which in fact owe their originality to that sort of substantification with results from and is 
nourished by the situation in the colonies. Their first encounter was marked by violence and their existence 
together—that is to say the exploitation of the native by the settler—was carried on by dint of a great array of 
bayonets and cannons. The settler and the native are old acquaintances. In fact, the settler is right when he speaks 
of knowing “them” well. For it is the settler who has brought the native into existence and who perpetuates his 
existence. The settler owes the fact of his very existence, that is to say, his property, to the colonial system.  

Decolonization never takes place unnoticed, for it influenced individuals and modifies them 
fundamentally. It transforms spectators crushed with their inessentiality into privileged actor, with the grandiose 
glare of history’s floodlights upon them. It brings a natural rhythm into existence, introduced by new men, and 
with it a new language and a new humanity. Decolonization is the veritable creation of new men. But this creation 
owes nothing of its legitimacy to any supernatural power; the “thing” which has been colonized becomes man 
during the same process by which it frees itself.  

In decolonization, there is therefore the need of a complete calling in question of the colonial situation. If 
we wish to describe it precisely, we might find it in the well-known words: “The last shall be first and the first 
last.” Decolonization is the putting into practice of this sentence. That is why, if we try to describe it, all 
decolonization is successful.  

The naked truth of decolonization evokes for us the searing bullets and bloodstained knives which 
emanate from it. For if the last shall be first, this will only come to pass after a murderous and decisive struggle 
between the two protagonists. That affirmed intention to place the last at the head of things, and to make them 
climb at a pace (too quickly, some say) the well-known steps which characterize an organized society, can only 
triumph if we use all means to turn the scale, including, of course, that of violence.  

You do not turn any society, however primitive it may be, upside down with such a program if you have 
not decided from the very beginning, that is to say from the actual formulation of that program, to overcome all 
the obstacles that you will come across in so doing. That native who decides to put the program into practice, and 
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to become its moving force, is ready for violence at all times. From birth it is clear to him that this narrow world, 
strewn with prohibitions, can only be called in question by absolute violence.  

The colonial world is a world divided into compartments. It is probably unnecessary to recall the 
existence of native quarters and European quarters, of schools for natives and schools for Europeans; in the same 
way we need not recall apartheid in South Africa. Yet, if we examine closely this system of compartments, we 
will at least be able to reveal the lines of force it implies. This approach to the colonial world, its ordering and its 
geographic layout will allow us to mark out the lines on which a decolonized society will be reorganized.  

The colonial world is a world cut in two. The dividing line, the frontiers are shown by barracks and police 
stations. In the colonies it is the policeman and the soldier who are the official, instituted go-betweens, the 
spokesmen of the settler and his rule of oppression. In capitalist societies the educational system, whether lay or 
clerical, the structure of moral reflexes handed down from father to son, the exemplary honesty of workers who 
are given a medal after fifty years of good and loyal service, and the affection which springs from harmonious 
relations and good behavior—all these aesthetic expressions of respect for the established order serve to create 
around the exploited person an atmosphere of submission and of inhibition which lightens the task of policing 
considerably. In the capitalist countries a multitude of moral teachers, counselors and “bewilderers” separate the 
exploited from those in power. In the colonial countries, on the contrary, the policeman and the soldier, by there 
immediate presence and their frequent and direct action maintain contact with the native and advise him by means 
of rifle butts and napalm not to budge. It is obvious here that the agents of government speak the language of pure 
force. The intermediary does not lighten the oppression, nor seek to hide the domination; he shows them up and 
puts them into practice with the clear conscience of an upholder of the peace; yet he is the bringer of violence into 
the home and into the mind of the native.  

The zone where the natives live is not complementary to the zone inhabited by the settlers. The two zones 
are opposed, but not in the service of a higher unity. Obedient to the rules of pure Aristotelian logic, they both 
follow the principal of reciprocal exclusivity. No conciliation is possible, for of the two terms, one is superfluous. 
The settlers’ town is a strongly built town, all made of stone and steel. It is a brightly lit town; the streets are 
covered in asphalt, and the garbage cans swallow all the leavings, unseen, unknown and hardly thought about. 
The settler’s feet are never visible, except perhaps in the sea; but there you’re never close enough to see them. His 
feet are protected by strong shoes although the streets of his town are clean and even, with no holes or stones. The 
settler’s town is a well-fed town, an easygoing town; its belly is always full of good things. The settler’s town is a 
town of white people, of foreigners.  

The town belonging to the colonized people, or at least the native town, the negro village, the medina, the 
reservation, is a place of ill fame, peopled by men of evil repute. They are born there, it matters little where or 
how; they die there, it matters not where, nor how. It is a world without spaciousness; men live there on top of 
each other, and their huts are built one on top of the other. The native town is a hungry town, starved of bread, of 
meat, of shoes, of coal, of light. The native town is a crouching village, a town on its knees, a town wallowing in 
the mire. It is a town of niggers and dirty Arabs. The look that the native turns on the settler’s town is a look of 
lust, a look of envy; it expresses his dreams of possession—all manner of possession: to sit at the settler’s table, to 
sleep in the settler’s bed, with his wife if possible. The colonized man is an envious man. And this the settler 
knows very well; when their glances meet he ascertains bitterly, always on the defensive, “They want to take our 
place.” It is true, for there is no native who does not dream at least once a day of setting himself up in the settler’s 
place.  

This world divided into compartments, this world cut in two is inhabited by two different species. The 
originality of the colonial context is that economic reality, inequality, and the immense difference of ways of life 
never come to mask the human realities. Then you examine at close quarters the colonial context, it is evident that 
what parcels out the world is to begin with the fact of belonging to or not belonging to a given race, a given 
species. In the colonies the economic substructure is also a superstructure. The cause is the consequence, you are 
rich because you are white, you are white because you are rich. This is why Marxist analysis should always be 
slightly stretched every time we have to do with the colonial problem.  
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Everything up to and including the very nature of pre-capitalist society, so well explained by Marx, must 
here be thought out again. The serf is in essence different from the knight, but a reference to divine right is 
necessary to legitimize this statutory difference. In the colonies, the foreigner coming from another country 
imposed his rule by means of guns and machines. In defiance of his successful transplantation, in spite of his 
appropriation, the settler still remains a foreigner. It is neither the act of owning factories, nor estates, nor a bank 
balance which distinguishes the governing classes. The governing race is first and foremost those who come from 
elsewhere, those who are unlike the original inhabitants, “the others.”  

The violence which has ruled over the ordering of the colonial world, which has ceaselessly drummed the 
rhythm for the destruction of native social forms and broken up without reserve the systems of reference of the 
economy, the customs of dress and external life, that same violence will be claimed and taken over by the native 
at the moment when, deciding to embody history in his own person, he surges into the forbidden quarters. To 
wreck the colonial world is henceforward a mental picture of action which is very clear, very easy to understand 
and which may be assumed by each one of the individuals which constitute the colonized people. To break up the 
colonial world does not mean that after the frontiers have been abolished lines of communication will be set up 
between the two zones. The destruction of the colonial world is no more and no less that the abolition of one zone, 
its burial in the depths of the earth or its expulsion from the country.  

The natives’ challenge to the colonial world is not a rational confrontation of points of view. It is not a 
treatise on the universal, but the untidy affirmation of an original idea propounded as an absolute. The colonial 
world is a Manichean world. It is not enough for the settler to delimit physically, that is to say with the help of the 
army and the police force, the place of the native. As if to show the totalitarian character of colonial exploitation 
the settler paints the native as a sort of quintessence of evil. Native society is not simply described as a society 
lacking in values. It is not enough for the colonist to affirm that those values have disappeared from, or still better 
never existed in, the colonial world. The native is declared insensible to ethics; he represents not only the absence 
of values, but also the negation of values. He is, let us dare to admit, the enemy of values, and in this sense he is 
the absolute evil. He is the corrosive element, destroying all that comes near him; he is the deforming element, 
disfiguring all that has to do with beauty or morality; he is the depository of maleficent powers, the unconscious 
and irretrievable instrument of blind forces. Monsieur Meyer could thus state seriously in the French National 
Assembly that the Republic must not be prostituted by allowing the Algerian people to become part of it. All 
values, in fact, are irrevocably poisoned and diseased as soon as they are allowed in contact with the colonized 
race. The customs of the colonized people, their traditions, their myths—above all, their myths—are the very sign 
of that poverty of spirit and of their constitutional depravity. That is why we must put the DDT which destroys 
parasites, the bearers of disease, on the same level as the Christian religion which wages war on embryonic 
heresies and instincts, and on evil as yet unborn. The recession of yellow fever and the advance of evangelization 
form part of the same balance sheet. But the triumphant communiqués from the mission are in fact a source of 
information concerning the implantation of foreign influences in the core of the colonized people. I speak of the 
Christian religion, and no one need be astonished. The Church in the colonies is the white people’s Church, the 
foreigner’s Church. She does not call the native to God’s ways but to the ways of the white man, of the master, of 
the oppressor. And as we know, in this matter many are called but few are chosen.  

At times this Manicheism goes to its logical conclusion and dehumanizes the native, or to speak plainly, it 
turns him into an animal. In fact, the terms the settler uses when he mentions the native are zoological terms. He 
speaks of the yellow man’s reptilian motions, of the stink of the native quarter, of breeding swarms, of foulness, 
of spawn, of gesticulations. When the settler seeks to describe the native fully in exact terms he constantly refers 
to the bestiary. The European rarely hits on a picturesque style; but the native, who knows what is in the mind of 
the settler, guesses at once what he is thinking of. Those hordes of vital statistics, those hysterical masses, those 
faces bereft of all humanity, those distended bodies which are like nothing on earth, that mob without beginning 
or end, those children who seem to belong to nobody, that laziness stretched out in the sun, that vegetative rhythm 
of life—all this forms part of the colonial vocabulary. General de Gaulle speaks of “the yellow multitudes” and 
François Mauriac of the black, brown, and yellow masses which soon will be unleashed. The native knows all 
this, and laughs to himself every time he spots an allusion to the animal world in the other’s words. For he knows 
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that he is not an animal; and it is precisely at the moment he realizes his humanity that he begins to sharpen the 
weapons with which he will secure its victory.  

As soon as the native begins to pull on his moorings, and to cause anxiety to the settler, he is handed over 
to well-meaning souls who in cultural congresses point out to him the specificity and wealth of Western values. 
But every time Western values are mentioned they produce in the native a sort of stiffening or muscular lockjaw. 
During the period of decolonization, the native’s reason is appealed to. He is offered definite values, he is told 
frequently that decolonization need not mean regression, and that he must put his trust in qualities which are well-
tried, solid, and highly esteemed. But it so happens that when the native hears a speech about Western culture he 
pulls out his knife—or at least he makes sure it is within reach. The violence with which the supremacy of white 
values is affirmed and the aggressiveness which has permeated the victory of these values over the ways of life 
and of thought of the native mean that, in revenge, the native laughs in mockery when Western values are 
mentioned in front of him. In the colonial context the settler only ends his work of breaking in the native when the 
latter admits loudly and intelligibly the supremacy of the white man’s values. In the period of decolonization, the 
colonized masses mock at these very values, insult them, and vomit them up.  

This phenomenon is ordinarily masked because, during the period of decolonization, certain colonized 
intellectuals have begun a dialogue with the bourgeoisie of the colonialist country. During this phase, the 
indigenous population is discerned only as an indistinct mass. The few native personalities whom the colonialist 
bourgeois have come to know here and there have not sufficient influence on that immediate discernment to give 
rise to nuances. On the other hand, during the period of liberation, the colonialist bourgeoisie looks feverishly for 
contacts with the elite and it is with these elite that the familiar dialogue concerning values is carried on. The 
colonialist bourgeoisie, when it realizes that it is impossible for it to maintain its domination over the colonial 
countries, decides to carry out a rearguard action with regard to culture, values, techniques, and so on. Now what 
we must never forget is that the immense majority of colonized peoples is oblivious to these problems. For a 
colonized people the most essential value, because the most concrete, is first and foremost the land: the land 
which will bring them bread and, above all, dignity. But this dignity has nothing to do with the dignity of the 
human individual: for that human individual has never heard tell of it. All that the native has seen in his country is 
that they can freely arrest him, beat him, starve him: and no professor of ethics, no priest has ever come to be 
beaten in his place, nor to share their bread with him. As far as the native is concerned, morality is very concrete; 
it is to silence the settler’s defiance, to break his flaunting violence—in a word, to put him out of the picture. The 
well-known principle that all men are equal will be illustrated in the colonies from the moment that the native 
claims that he is the equal of the settler. One step more, and he is ready to fight to be more than the settler. In fact, 
he has already decided to eject him and to take his place; as we see it, it is a whole material and moral universe 
which is breaking up. The intellectual who for his part has followed the colonialist with regard to the universal 
abstract will fight in order that the settler and the native may live together in peace in a new world. But the thing 
he does not see, precisely because he is permeated by colonialism and all its way of thinking, is that the settler, 
from the moment that the colonial context disappears, has no longer any interest in remaining or in coexisting. It 
is not by chance that, even before any negotiation between the Algerian and French governments has taken place, 
the European minority which calls itself “liberal” has already made its position clear: it demands nothing more 
nor less than twofold citizenship. By setting themselves apart in an abstract manner, the liberals try to force the 
settler into taking a very concrete jump into the unknown. Let us admit it, the settler knows perfectly well that no 
phraseology can be a substitute for reality.  

Thus the native discovers that his life, his breath, his beating heart are the same as those of the settler. He 
finds out that the settler’s skin is not of any more value than a native’s skin; and it must be said that this discovery 
shakes the world in a very necessary manner. All the new, revolutionary assurance of the native stems from it. For 
if, in fact, my life is worth as much as the settler’s, his glance no longer shrivels me up nor freezes me, and his 
voice no longer turns me into stone. I am no longer on tenterhooks in his presence; in fact, I don’t give a damn for 
him. Not only does his presence no longer trouble me, but I am already preparing such efficient ambushes for him 
that soon there will be no way out but that of flight.  
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We have said that the colonial context is characterized by the dichotomy which it imposes upon the whole 
people. Decolonization unifies that people by the radical decision to remove from it its heterogeneity, and by 
unifying it on a national, sometimes a racial, basis. We know the fierce words of the Senegalese patriots, referring 
to the maneuvers of their president, Senghor: “We have demanded that the higher posts should be given to 
Africans; and now Senghor is Africanizing the Europeans.” That is to say that the native can see clearly and 
immediately if the decolonization has come to pass or not, for his minimum demands are simply that the last shall 
be first.  

But the native intellectual brings variants to this petition, and, in fact, he seems to have good reasons: 
higher civil servants, technicians, specialists—all seem to be needed. Now, the ordinary native interprets these 
unfair promotions as so many acts of sabotage, and he is often heard to declare: “It wasn’t worth while, then, our 
becoming independent…”  

In the colonial countries where a real struggle for freedom has taken place, where the blood of the people 
has flowed and where the length of the period of armed warfare has favored the backward surge of intellectuals 
toward bases grounded in the people, we can observe a genuine eradication of the superstructure built by these 
intellectuals from the bourgeois colonialist environment. The colonialist bourgeoisie, in its narcissistic dialogue, 
expounded by the members of its universities, had in fact deeply implanted in the minds of the colonized 
intellectual that the essential qualities remain eternal in spite of all the blunders men may make: the essential 
qualities of the West of course. The native intellectual accepted the cogency of these ideas, and deep down in his 
brain you could always find a vigilant sentinel ready to defend the Greco-Latin pedestal. Now it so happens that 
during the struggle for liberation, at the moment that the native intellectual comes into touch again with his 
people, this artificial sentinel is turned into dust. All the Mediterranean values—the triumph of the human 
individual, of clarity, and of beauty—become lifeless, colorless knickknacks. All those speeches seem like 
collections of dead words; those values which seemed to uplift the soul are revealed as worthless, simply because 
they have nothing to do with the concrete conflict in which the people is engaged.  

Individualism is the first to disappear. The native intellectual had learnt from his masters that the 
individual ought to express himself truly. The colonialist bourgeoisie had hammered into the native’s mind the 
idea of a society of individuals where each person shuts himself up in his own subjectivity, and whose only 
wealth is individual thought. Now the native who has the opportunity to return to the people during the struggle 
for freedom will discover the falseness of this theory. The very forms of organization of the struggle will suggest 
to him a different vocabulary. Brother, sister, friend—these are words outlawed by the colonialist bourgeoisie, 
because for them my brother is my purse, my friend is part of my scheme for getting on. The native intellectual 
takes part, in a sort of auto-da-fé, in the destruction of all his idols: egoism, recrimination that springs from pride, 
and the childish stupidity of those who always want to have the last word. Such a colonized intellectual, dusted 
over by colonial culture, will in the same way discover the substance of village assemblies, the cohesion of 
people’s committees, and the extraordinary fruitfulness of local meetings and groupments. Henceforward, the 
interests of one will be the interests of all, for in concrete fact everyone will be discovered by the troops, everyone 
will be massacred—or everyone will be saved. The motto “look out for yourself,” the atheist’s method of 
salvation, is in this context forbidden. 
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PART V: HOW REVOLUTIONS ARE MADE 
 
Questions: 

1. Who were the Jacobins? Was James justified in referring to the Saint Domingue revolutionaries as "Black 
Jacobins"? 

2. Do you agree with DuBois' statement [page 358] that Reconstruction was an attempt at a dictatorship of 
labor? 

3. Compare DuBois' remark [pages 319-20] about the attitude of white Americans with James' description of 
Parisian attitudes [pages 139-40]. How do you explain the transformations in the thinking of the white 
masses? How do you explain their later relapse? 
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PART VI: THE MARXIST METHOD 
 
Questions: 

1. What is philosophy? What is a philosopher? 
2. What is the relationship of language to philosophy? 
3. How does consciousness shape personality? Is "proletarianization" a justifiable kind of "conformism" for 

an individual? for a communist organization? 
4. During World War II an overwhelming majority of United Auto Workers' members voted in a referendum 

to abide by a no-strike pledge agreed to by the union's leadership. Before, during, and after the passage of 
the referendum a majority of the union's membership participated in wildcat strikes. Was this hypocrisy? 
Explain it in Gramsci's categories. 

5. Under what conditions can intellectuals propagate their views among the masses? Under what conditions 
can the revolutionary party? 

6. Gramsci says Marxism seems like a philosophy of intellectuals separated from common people and from 
common sense. Is he right? 

7. What, according to Gramsci, is the conflict within the consciousness of the average person? Relate this 
conflict to the contradictions discussed in earlier sessions. 

8. Would Gramsci agree with Rosa Luxemburg's statement that the working class cannot create its own 
culture under capitalism? Do you agree with Luxemburg? 

9. Gramsci writes [page 334], "Critical self-consciousness means, historically and politically, the creation of 
an elite of intellectuals." Was Gramsci an elitist? 

10. How does the "average person" retain his/her views in the face of a superior intellect? How does she/he 
change views? 

11. Why are new converts to Marxism often extremely unstable? What should we do about it? 
12. Reread the second paragraph on page 341 of Gramsci's Prison Notebooks. One reader, commenting on 

the passage at the end of that paragraph, asked if Gramsci is "taking back with the left hand what he gave 
with the right." How do you interpret this passage? (Remember that Gramsci often uses "intellectual" in a 
double sense to refer to the revolutionary party.) 

13. What is orthodox Marxism? Was Marx an orthodox Marxist? Is Lukacs correct in saying that even if 
every one of Marx's individual theses could be disproved, Marxism would still be valid? 

14. In a speech Lenin said, "A journal of the Communist International recently appeared under the title of 
Narody Vostoka. It carries the following slogan issued by the Communist International for the peoples of 
the East: 'Workers of all countries and all oppressed peoples, unite! ' 'When did the Executive Committee 
give orders for slogans to be modified?’  one of the comrades asked. Indeed, I do not remember that it 
ever did. Of course, the modification is wrong from the standpoint of the Communist Manifesto, but then 
the Communist Manifesto was written under entirely different conditions. From the point of view of 
present-day politics, however, the change is correct." [31:453] Was Lenin an orthodox Marxist? 

15. Explain the distinction between the "real existence" and the "inner core" of facts. 
16. How would you understand the ideas of "imputed class consciousness" [Lukacs, page 51] and "identical 

subject-object" [Lukacs, page 206] ? How are they related to each other? 
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Georg Lukacs, History & Class Consciousness (1919-1923) 

 
 What is Orthodox Marxism? (1919) 

The philosophers have only interpreted the world in various ways; the point, however, is to change it. 
Marx: Theses on Feuerbach. 

THIS question, simple as it is, has been the focus of much discussion in both proletarian and bourgeois 
circles. But among intellectuals it has gradually become fashionable to greet any profession of faith in Marxism 
with ironical disdain. Great disunity has prevailed even in the ‘socialist’ camp as to what constitutes the essence 
of Marxism, and which theses it is ‘permissible’ to criticise and even reject without forfeiting the right to the title 
of ‘Marxist’. In consequence it came to be thought increasingly ‘unscientific’ to make scholastic exegeses of old 
texts with a quasi-Biblical status, instead of fostering an ‘impartial’ study of the ‘facts’. These texts, it was 
argued, had long been ‘superseded’ by modern criticism and they should no longer be regarded as the sole fount 
of truth. 

If the question were really to be formulated in terms of such a crude antithesis it would deserve at best a 
pitying smile. But in fact it is not (and never has been) quite so straightforward. Let us assume for the sake of 
argument that recent research had disproved once and for all every one of Marx’s individual theses. Even if this 
were to be proved, every serious ‘orthodox’ Marxist would still be able to accept all such modern findings without 
reservation and hence dismiss all of Marx’s theses in toto – without having to renounce his orthodoxy for a single 
moment. Orthodox Marxism, therefore, does not imply the uncritical acceptance of the results of Marx’s 
investigations. It is not the ‘belief’ in this or that thesis, nor the exegesis of a ‘sacred’ book. On the contrary, 
orthodoxy refers exclusively to method. It is the scientific conviction that dialectical materialism is the road to 
truth and that its methods can be developed, expanded and deepened only along the lines laid down by its 
founders. It is the conviction, moreover, that all attempts to surpass or ‘improve’ it have led and must lead to 
over-simplification, triviality and eclecticism. 

1 
Materialist dialectic is a revolutionary dialectic. This definition is so important and altogether so crucial 

for an understanding of its nature that if the problem is to be approached in the right way this must be fully 
grasped before we venture upon a discussion of the dialectical method itself. The issue turns on the question of 
theory and practice. And this not merely in the sense given it by Marx when he says in his first critique of Hegel 
that “theory becomes a material force when it grips the masses.” [1] Even more to the point is the need to discover 
those features and definitions both of the theory and the ways of gripping the masses which convert the theory, 
the dialectical method, into a vehicle of revolution. We must extract the practical essence of the theory from the 
method and its relation to its object. If this is not done that ‘gripping the masses’ could well turn out to be a will 
o’ the wisp. It might turn out that the masses were in the grip of quite different forces, that they were in pursuit of 
quite different ends. In that event, there would be no necessary connection between the theory and their activity, it 
would be a form that enables the masses to become conscious of their socially necessary or fortuitous actions, 
without ensuring a genuine and necessary bond between consciousness and action. 

In the same essay [2] Marx clearly defined the conditions in which a relation between theory and practice 
becomes possible. “It is not enough that thought should seek to realise itself; reality must also strive towards 
thought.” Or, as he expresses it in an earlier work: [3] “It will then be realised that the world has long since 
possessed something in the form of a dream which it need only take possession of consciously, in order to possess 
it in reality.” Only when consciousness stands in such a relation to reality can theory and practice be united. But 
for this to happen the emergence of consciousness must become the decisive step which the historical process 
must take towards its proper end (an end constituted by the wills of men, but neither dependent on human whim, 
nor the product of human invention). The historical function of theory is to make this step a practical possibility. 
Only when a historical situation has arisen in which a class must understand society if it is to assert itself; only 
when the fact that a class understands itself means that it understands society as a whole and when, in 
consequence, the class becomes both the subject and the object of knowledge; in short, only when these 
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conditions are all satisfied will the unity of theory and practice, the precondition of the revolutionary function of 
the theory, become possible. 

Such a situation has in fact arisen with the entry of the proletariat into history. “When the proletariat 
proclaims the dissolution of the existing social order,” Marx declares, “it does no more than disclose the secret of 
its own existence, for it is the effective dissolution of that order.” [4] The links between the theory that affirms this 
and the revolution are not just arbitrary, nor are they particularly tortuous or open to misunderstanding. On the 
contrary, the theory is essentially the intellectual expression of the revolutionary process itself. In it every stage of 
the process becomes fixed so that it may be generalised, communicated, utilised and developed. Because the 
theory does nothing but arrest and make conscious each necessary step, it becomes at the same time the necessary 
premise of the following one. 

To be clear about the function of theory is also to understand its own basis, i.e. dialectical method. This 
point is absolutely crucial, and because it has been overlooked much confusion has been introduced into 
discussions of dialectics. Engels’ arguments in the Anti-Dühring decisively influenced the later life of the theory. 
However we regard them, whether we grant them classical status or whether we criticise them, deem them to be 
incomplete or even flawed, we must still agree that this aspect is nowhere treated in them. That is to say, he 
contrasts the ways in which concepts are formed in dialectics as opposed to ‘metaphysics’; he stresses the fact that 
in dialectics the definite contours of concepts (and the objects they represent) are dissolved. Dialectics, he argues, 
is a continuous process of transition from one definition into the other. In consequence a one-sided and rigid 
causality must be replaced by interaction. But he does not even mention the most vital interaction, namely the 
dialectical relation between subject and object in the historical process, let alone give it the prominence it 
deserves. Yet without this factor dialectics ceases to be revolutionary, despite attempts (illusory in the last 
analysis) to retain ‘fluid’ concepts. For it implies a failure to recognise that in all metaphysics the object remains 
untouched and unaltered so that thought remains contemplative and fails to become practical; while for the 
dialectical method the central problem is to change reality. 

If this central function of the theory is disregarded, the virtues of forming ‘fluid’ concepts become 
altogether problematic: a purely ‘scientific’ matter. The theory might then be accepted or rejected in accordance 
with the prevailing state of science without any modification at all to one’s basic attitudes, to the question of 
whether or not reality can be changed. Indeed, as the so-called Machists among Marx’s supporters have 
demonstrated it even reinforces the view that reality with its ‘obedience to laws , in the sense used by bourgeois, 
contemplative materialism and the classical economics with which it is so closely bound up, is impenetrable, 
fatalistic and immutable. That Machism can also give birth to an equally bourgeois voluntarism does not 
contradict this. Fatalism and voluntarism are only mutually contradictory to an undialectical and unhistorical 
mind. In the dialectical view of history they prove to be necessarily complementary opposites, intellectual reflexes 
clearly expressing the antagonisms of capitalist society and the intractability of its problems when conceived in its 
own terms. 

For this reason all attempts to deepen the dialectical method with the aid of ‘criticism’ inevitably lead to a 
more superficial view. For ‘criticism’ always starts with just this separation between method and reality, between 
thought and being. And it is just this separation that it holds to be an improvement deserving of every praise for 
its introduction of true scientific rigour into the crude, uncritical materialism of the Marxian method. Of course, 
no one denies the right of ‘criticism’ to do this. But if it does so we must insist that it will be moving counter to 
the essential spirit of dialectics. 
The statements of Marx and Engels on this point could hardly be more explicit. “Dialectics thereby reduced itself 
to the science of the general laws of motion – both in the external world and in the thought of man – two sets of 
laws which are identical in substance” (Engels). [5] Marx formulated it even more precisely. “In the study of 
economic categories, as in the case of every historical and social science, it must be borne in mind that ... the 
categories are therefore but forms of being, conditions of existence ....” [6] If this meaning of dialectical method is 
obscured, dialectics must inevitably begin to look like a superfluous additive, a mere ornament of Marxist 
‘sociology’ or ‘economics’. Even worse, it will appear as an obstacle to the ‘sober’, ‘impartial’ study of the 
‘facts’, as an empty construct in whose name Marxism does violence to the facts. 
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This objection to dialectical method has been voiced most clearly and cogently by Bernstein, thanks in 
part to a ‘freedom from bias’ unclouded by any philosophical knowledge. However, the very real political and 
economic conclusions he deduces from this desire to liberate method from the ‘dialectical snares’ of Hegelianism, 
show clearly where this course leads. They show that it is precisely the dialectic that must be removed if one 
wishes to found a thorough-going opportunistic theory, a theory of ‘evolution’ without revolution and of ‘natural 
development’ into Socialism without any conflict. 

2 
We are now faced with the question of the methodological implications of these so-called facts that are 

idolised throughout the whole of Revisionist literature. To what extent may we look to them to provide guide-
lines for the actions of the revolutionary proletariat? It goes without saying that all knowledge starts from the 
facts. The only question is: which of the data of life are relevant to knowledge and in the context of which 
method? 

The blinkered empiricist will of course deny that facts can only become facts within the framework of a 
system – which will vary with the knowledge desired. He believes that every piece of data from economic life, 
every statistic, every raw event already constitutes an important fact. In so doing he forgets that however simple 
an enumeration of ‘facts’ may be, however lacking in commentary, it already implies an ‘interpretation’. Already 
at this stage the facts have been comprehended by a theory, a method; they have been wrenched from their living 
context and fitted into a theory. 
More sophisticated opportunists would readily grant this despite their profound and instinctive dislike of all 
theory. They seek refuge in the methods of natural science, in the way in which science distills ‘pure’ facts and 
places them in the relevant contexts by means of observation, abstraction and experiment. They then oppose this 
ideal model of knowledge to the forced constructions of the dialectical method. 

If such methods seem plausible at first this is because capitalism tends to produce a social structure that in 
great measure encourages such views. But for that very reason we need the dialectical method to puncture the 
social illusion so produced and help us to glimpse the reality underlying it. The ‘pure’ facts of the natural sciences 
arise when a phenomenon of the real world is placed (in thought or in reality) into an environment where its laws 
can be inspected without outside interference. This process is reinforced by reducing the phenomena to their 
purely quantitative essence. to their expression in numbers and numerical relations. Opportunists always fail to 
recognise that it is in the nature of capitalism to process phenomena in this way. Marx gives an incisive account [7] 
of such a ‘process of abstraction’ in the case of labour, but he does not omit to point out with equal vigour that he 
is dealing with a historical peculiarity of capitalist society.  

“Thus the most general abstractions commonly appear where there is the highest concrete development, 
where one feature appears to be shared by many, and to be common to all. Then it cannot be thought of 
any longer in one particular form.” 

But this tendency in capitalism goes even further. The fetishistic character of economic forms, the reification of 
all human relations, the constant expansion and extension of the division of labour which subjects the process of 
production to an abstract, rational analysis, without regard to the human potentialities and abilities of the 
immediate producers, all these things transform the phenomena of society and with them the way in which they 
are perceived. In this way arise the ‘isolated’ facts, ‘isolated’ complexes of facts, separate, specialist disciplines 
(economics, law, etc.) whose very appearance seems to have done much to pave the way for such scientific 
methods. It thus appears extraordinarily ‘scientific’ to think out the tendencies implicit in the facts themselves and 
to promote this activity to the status of science. 

By contrast, in the teeth of all these isolated and isolating facts and partial systems, dialectics insists on 
the concrete unity of the whole. Yet although it exposes these appearances for the illusions they are – albeit 
illusions necessarily engendered by capitalism – in this ‘scientific’ atmosphere it still gives the impression of 
being an arbitrary construction. 

The unscientific nature of this seemingly so scientific method consists, then, in its failure to see and take 
account of the historical character of the facts on which it is based. This is the source of more than one error 
(constantly overlooked by the practitioners of the method) to which Engels has explicitly drawn attention. [8] The 
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nature of this source of error is that statistics and the ‘exact’ economic theory based upon them always lag behind 
actual developments.  
“For this reason, it is only too often necessary in current history, to treat this, the most decisive factor, as constant, 
and the economic situation existing at the beginning of the period concerned as given and unalterable for the 
whole period, or else to take notice of only those changes in the situation as arise out of the patently manifest 
events themselves and are therefore, likewise, patently manifest.” 

Thus we perceive that there is something highly problematic in the fact that capitalist society is 
predisposed to harmonise with scientific method, to constitute indeed the social premises of its exactness. If the 
internal structure of the ‘facts’ of their interconnections is essentially historical, if, that is to say, they are caught 
up in a process of continuous transformation, then we may indeed question when the greater scientific inaccuracy 
occurs. It is when I conceive of the ‘facts’ as existing in a form and as subject to laws concerning which I have a 
methodological certainty (or at least probability) that they no longer apply to these facts? Or is it when I 
consciously take this situation into account, cast a critical eye at the ‘exactitude’ attainable by such a method and 
concentrate instead on those points where this historical aspect, this decisive fact of change really manifests 
itself? 

The historical character of the ‘facts’ which science seems to have grasped with such ‘purity’ makes itself 
felt in an even more devastating manner. As the products of historical evolution they are involved in continuous 
change. But in addition they are also precisely in their objective structure the products of a definite historical 
epoch, namely capitalism. Thus when ‘science’ maintains that the manner in which data immediately present 
themselves is an adequate foundation of scientific conceptualisation and that the actual form of these data is the 
appropriate starting-point for the formation of scientific concepts, it thereby takes its stand simply and 
dogmatically on the basis of capitalist society. It uncritically accepts the nature of the object as it is given and the 
laws of that society as the unalterable foundation of ‘science’. 

In order to progress from these ‘facts’ to facts in the true meaning of the word it is necessary to perceive 
their historical conditioning as such and to abandon the point of view that would see them as immediately given: 
they must themselves be subjected to a historical and dialectical examination. For as Marx says: [9] 

“The finished pattern of economic relations as seen on the surface in their real existence and consequently 
in the ideas with which the agents and bearers of these relations seek to understand them, is very different 
from, and indeed quite the reverse of and antagonistic to their inner. essential but concealed core and the 
concepts corresponding to it.” 

If the facts are to be understood, this distinction between their real existence and their inner core must be grasped 
clearly and precisely. This distinction is the first premise of a truly scientific study which in Marx’s words, 
“would be superfluous if the outward appearance of things coincided with their essence.” [10] Thus we must detach 
the phenomena from the form in which they are immediately given and discover the intervening links which 
connect them to their core, their essence. In so doing, we shall arrive at an understanding of their apparent form 
and see it as the form in which the inner core necessarily appears. It is necessary because of the historical 
character of the facts, because they have grown in the soil of capitalist society. This twofold character, the 
simultaneous recognition and transcendence of immediate appearances is precisely the dialectical nexus. 

In this respect, superficial readers imprisoned in the modes of thought created by capitalism, experienced 
the gravest difficulties in comprehending the structure of thought in Capital. For on the one hand, Marx’s account 
pushes the capitalist nature of all economic forms to their furthest limits, he creates an intellectual milieu where 
they can exist in their purest form by positing a society ‘corresponding to the theory’, i.e. capitalist through and 
through, consisting of none but capitalists and proletarians. But conversely, no sooner does this strategy produce 
results, no sooner does this world of phenomena seem to be on the point of crystallising out into theory than it 
dissolves into a mere illusion, a distorted situation appears as in a distorting mirror which is, however, “only the 
conscious expression of an. imaginary movement.” 
Only in this context which sees the isolated facts of social life as aspects of the historical process and integrates 
them in a totality, can knowledge of the facts hope to become knowledge of reality. This knowledge starts from 
the simple (and to the capitalist world), pure, immediate, natural determinants described above. It progresses from 
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them to the knowledge of the concrete totality, i.e. to the conceptual reproduction of reality. This concrete totality 
is by no means an unmediated datum for thought. 

“The concrete is concrete,” Marx says,[11] “because it is a synthesis of many particular determinants, i.e. a 
unity of diverse elements.” 

Idealism succumbs here to the delusion of confusing the intellectual reproduction of reality with the actual 
structure of reality itself. For “in thought, reality appears as the process of synthesis, not as starting-point, but as 
outcome, although it is the real starting-point and hence the starting-point for perception and ideas.” 

Conversely, the vulgar materialists, even in the modern guise donned by Bernstein and others, do not go 
beyond the reproduction of the immediate, simple determinants of social life. They imagine that they are being 
quite extraordinarily ‘exact’ when they simply take over these determinants without either analysing them further 
or welding them into a concrete totality. They take the facts in abstract isolation, explaining them only in terms of 
abstract laws unrelated to the concrete totality. As Marx observes: 

“Crudeness and conceptual nullity consist in the tendency to forge arbitrary unmediated connections 
between things that belong together in an organic union.” [12] 

The crudeness and conceptual nullity of such thought lies primarily in the fact that it obscures the historical, 
transitory nature of capitalist society. Its determinants take on the appearance of timeless, eternal categories valid 
for all social formations. This could be seen at its crassest in the vulgar bourgeois economists, but the vulgar 
Marxists soon followed in their footsteps. The dialectical method was overthrown and with it the methodological 
supremacy of the totality over the individual aspects; the parts were prevented from finding their definition within 
the whole and, instead, the whole was dismissed as unscientific or else it degenerated into the mere ‘idea’ or 
‘sum’ of the parts. With the totality out of the way, the fetishistic relations of the isolated parts appeared as a 
timeless law valid for every human society. 

Marx’s dictum: “The relations of production of every society form a whole” [13] is the methodological 
point of departure and the key to the historical understanding of social relations. All the isolated partial categories 
can be thought of and treated – in isolation – as something that is always present in every society. (If it cannot be 
found in a given society this is put down to ‘chance’ as the exception that proves the rule.) But the changes to 
which these individual aspects are subject give no clear and unambiguous picture of the real differences in the 
various stages of the evolution of society. These can really only be discerned in the context of the total historical 
process of their relation to society as a whole. 

3 
This dialectical conception of totality seems to have put a great distance between itself and reality, it 

appears to construct reality very ‘unscientifically’. But it is the only method capable of understanding and 
reproducing reality. Concrete totality is, therefore, the category that governs reality. [14] The rightness of this view 
only emerges with complete clarity when we direct our attention to the real, material substratum of our method, 
viz. capitalist society with its internal antagonism between the forces and the relations of production. The 
methodology of the natural sciences which forms the methodological ideal of every fetishistic science and every 
kind of Revisionism rejects the idea of contradiction and antagonism in its subject matter. If, despite this, 
contradictions do spring up between particular theories, this only proves that our knowledge is as yet imperfect. 
Contradictions between theories show that these theories have reached their natural limits; they must therefore be 
transformed and subsumed under even wider theories in which the contradictions finally disappear. 

But we maintain that in the case of social reality these contradictions are not a sign of the imperfect 
understanding of society; on the contrary, they belong to the nature of reality itself and to the nature of 
capitalism. When the totality is known they will not be transcended and cease to be contradictions. Quite the 
reverse. they will be seen to be necessary contradictions arising out of the antagonisms of this system of 
production. When theory (as the knowledge of the whole) opens up the way to resolving these contradictions it 
does so by revealing the real tendencies of social evolution. For these are destined to effect a real resolution of the 
contradictions that have emerged in the course of history. 

From this angle we see that the conflict between the dialectical method and that of ‘criticism’ (or vulgar 
materialism, Machism, etc.) is a social problem. When the ideal of scientific knowledge is applied to nature it 
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simply furthers the progress of science. But when it is applied to society it turns out to be an ideological weapon 
of the bourgeoisie. For the latter it is a matter of life and death to understand its own system of production in 
terms of eternally valid categories: it must think of capitalism as being predestined to eternal survival by the 
eternal laws of nature and reason. Conversely, contradictions that cannot be ignored must be shown to be purely 
surface phenomena, unrelated to this mode of production. 

The method of classical economics was a product of this ideological need. But also its limitations as a 
science are a consequence of the structure of capitalist reality and the antagonistic character of capitalist 
production. When, for example, a thinker of Ricardo’s stature can deny the “necessity of expanding the market 
along with the expansion of production and the growth of capital”, he does so (unconsciously of course), to avoid 
the necessity of admitting that crises are inevitable. For crises are the most striking illustration of the antagonisms 
in capitalist production and it is evident that “the bourgeois mode of production implies a limitation to the free 
development of the forces of production.” [15] What was good faith in Ricardo became a consciously misleading 
apologia of bourgeois society in the writings of the vulgar economists. The vulgar Marxists arrived at the same 
results by seeking either the thorough-going elimination of dialectics from proletarian science, or at best its 
‘critical’ refinement. 

To give a grotesque illustration, Max Adler wished to make a critical distinction between dialectics as 
method, as the movement of thought on the one hand and the dialectics of being, as metaphysics on the other. His 
‘criticism’ culminates in the sharp separation of dialectics from both and he describes it as a “piece of positive 
science” which “is. what is chiefly meant by talk of real dialectics in Marxism.” This dialectic might more aptly 
be called ‘antagonism’, for it simply “asserts that an opposition exists between the self-interest of an individual 
and the social forms in which he is confined.” [16] By this stroke the objective economic antagonism as expressed 
in the class struggle evaporates, leaving only a conflict between the individual and society. This means that 
neither the emergence of internal problems, nor the collapse of capitalist society, can be seen to be necessary. The 
end-product, whether he likes it or not, is a Kantian philosophy of history’ Moreover, the structure of bourgeois 
society is established as the universal form of society in general. For the central problem Max Adler tackles, of 
the real “dialectics or, better, antagonism” is nothing but one of the typical ideological forms of the capitalist 
social order. But whether capitalism is rendered immortal on economic or on ideological grounds, whether with 
naive nonchalance, or with critical refinement is of little importance. 

Thus with the rejection or blurring of the dialectical method history becomes unknowable. This does not 
imply that a more or less exact account of particular people or epochs cannot be given without the aid of 
dialectics. But it does put paid to attempts to understand history as a unified process. (This can be seen in the 
sociologically abstract, historical constructs of the type of Spencer and Comte whose inner contradictions have 
been convincingly exposed by modern bourgeois historians, most incisively by Rickert. But it also shows itself in 
the demand for a ‘philosophy of history’ which then turns out to have a quite inscrutable relationship to historical 
reality.) The opposition between the description of an aspect of history and the description of history as a unified 
process is not just a problem of scope, as in the distinction between particular and universal history. It is rather a 
conflict of method, of approach. Whatever the epoch or special topic of study, the question of a unified approach 
to the process of history is inescapable. It is here that the crucial importance of the dialectical view of totality 
reveals itself. For it is perfectly possible for someone to describe the essentials of an historical event and yet be in 
the dark about the real nature of that event and of its function in the historical totality, i.e. without understanding it 
as part of a unified historical process. 

A typical example of this can be seen in Sismondi’s treatment of the question of crisis. [17] He understood 
the immanent tendencies in the processes of production and distribution. But ultimately he failed because, for all 
his incisive criticism of capitalism, he remained imprisoned in capitalist notions of the objective and so 
necessarily thought of production and distribution as two independent processes, “not realising that the relations 
of distribution are only the relations of production sub alia species.” He thus succumbs to the same fate that 
overtook Proudhon’s false dialectics; “he converts the various limbs of society into so many independent 
societies.” [18] 
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We repeat: the category of totality does not reduce its various elements to an undifferentiated uniformity, 
to identity. The apparent independence and autonomy which they possess in the capitalist system of production is 
an illusion only in so far as they are involved in a dynamic dialectical relationship with one another and can be 
thought of as the dynamic dialectical aspects of an equally dynamic and dialectical whole. “The result we arrive 
at,” says Marx, “is not that production, distribution, exchange and consumption are identical, but that they are all 
members of one totality, different aspects of a unit. . . . Thus a definite form of production determines definite 
forms of consumption, distribution and exchange as well as definite relations between these different elements.... 
A mutual interaction takes place between these various elements. This is the case with every organic body.” [19] 
But even the category of interaction requires inspection. If by interaction we mean just the reciprocal causal 
impact of two otherwise unchangeable objects on each other, we shall not have come an inch nearer to an 
understanding of society. This is the case with the vulgar materialists with their one-way causal sequences (or the 
Machists with their functional relations). After all, there is e.g. an interaction when a stationary billiard ball is 
struck by a moving one: the first one moves, the second one is deflected from its original path. The interaction we 
have in mind must be more than the interaction of otherwise unchanging objects. It must go further in its relation 
to the whole: for this relation determines the objective form of every object of cognition. Every substantial change 
that is of concern to knowledge manifests itself as a change in relation to the whole and through this as a change 
in the form of objectivity itself. [20] Marx has formulated this idea in countless places. I shall cite only one of the 
best-known passages: [21] 

“A negro is a negro. He only becomes a slave in certain circumstances. A cotton-spinning jenny is a 
machine for spinning cotton. Only in certain circumstances does it become capital. Torn from those 
circumstances it is no more capital than gold is money or sugar the price of sugar.” 

Thus the objective forms of all social phenomena change constantly in the course of their ceaseless dialectical 
interactions with each other. The intelligibility of objects develops in proportion as we grasp their function in the 
totality to which they belong. This is why only the dialectical conception of totality can enable us to understand 
reality as a social process. For only this conception dissolves the fetishistic forms necessarily produced by the 
capitalist mode of production and enables us to see them as mere illusions which are not less illusory for being 
seen to be necessary. These unmediated concepts, these ‘laws’ sprout just as inevitably from the soil of capitalism 
and veil the real relations between objects. 

They can all be seen as ideas necessarily held by the agents of the capitalist system of production. They 
are, therefore, objects of knowledge, but the object which is known through them is not the capitalist system of 
production itself, but the ideology of its ruling class. 

Only when this veil is torn aside does historical knowledge become possible. For the function of these 
unmediated concepts that have been derived from the fetishistic forms of objectivity is to make the phenomena of 
capitalist society appear as supra-historical essences. The knowledge of the real, objective nature of a 
phenomenon, the knowledge of its historical character and the knowledge of its actual function in the totality of 
society form, therefore, a single, undivided act of cognition. This unity is shattered by the pseudo-scientific 
method. Thus only through the dialectical method could the distinction between constant and variable capital, 
crucial to economics, be understood. Classical economics was unable to go beyond the distinction between fixed 
and circulating capital. This was not accidental. For “variable capital is only a particular historical manifestation 
of the fund for providing the necessaries of life, or the labour-fund which the labourer requires for the 
maintenance of himself and his family, and which whatever be the system of social production, he must himself 
produce and reproduce. If the labour-fund constantly flows to him in the form of money that pays for his labour, it 
is because the product he has created moves constantly away from him in the form of capital.... The transaction is 
veiled by the fact that the product appears as a commodity and the commodity as money.” [22] 

The fetishistic illusions enveloping all phenomena in capitalist society succeed in concealing reality, but 
more is concealed than the historical, i.e. transitory, ephemeral nature of phenomena. This concealment is made 
possible by the fact that in capitalist society man’s environment, and especially the categories of economics, 
appear to him immediately and necessarily in forms of objectivity which conceal the fact that they are the 
categories of the relations of men with each other. Instead they appear as things and the relations of things with 
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each other. Therefore, when the dialectical method destroys the fiction of the immortality of the categories it also 
destroys their reified character and clears the way to a knowledge of reality. According to Engels in his discussion 
of Marx’s Critique of Political Economy, “economics does not treat of things, but of the relations between persons 
and, in the last analysis, between classes; however, these relations are always bound to things and appear as 
things.” [23] 

It is by virtue of this insight that the dialectical method and its concept of totality can be seen to provide 
real knowledge of what goes on in society. It might appear as if the dialectic relations between parts and whole 
were no more than a construct of thought as remote from the true categories of social reality as the unmediated 
formulae of bourgeois economics. If so, the superiority of dialectics would be purely methodological. The real 
difference, however, is deeper and more fundamental. 

At every stage of social evolution each economic category reveals a definite relation between men. This 
relation becomes conscious and is conceptualised. Because of this the inner logic of the movement of human 
society can be understood at once as the product of men themselves and of forces that arise from their relations 
with each other and which have escaped their control. Thus the economic categories become dynamic and 
dialectical in a double sense. As ‘pure’ economic categories they are involved in constant interaction with each 
other, and that enables us to understand any given historical cross-section through the evolution of society. But 
since they have arisen out of human relations and since they function in the process of the transformation of 
human relations, the actual process of social evolution becomes visible in their reciprocal relationship with the 
reality underlying their activity. That is to say, the production and reproduction of a particular economic totality, 
which science hopes to understand, is necessarily transformed into the process of production and reproduction of 
a particular social totality; in the course of this transformation, ‘pure’ economics are naturally transcended, 
though this does not mean that we must appeal to any transcendental forces. Marx often insisted upon this aspect 
of dialectics. For instance: [24] 

“Capitalist production, therefore, under its aspect of a continuous connected process or as a process of 
reproduction produces not only commodities, not only surplus value, but it also produces and reproduces 
the capitalist relation itself, on the one hand the capitalist and on the other, the labourer.” 

4 
To posit oneself, to produce and reproduce oneself – that is reality. Hegel clearly perceived this and 

expressed it in a way closely similar to that of Marx, albeit cloaked in abstraction and misunderstanding itself and 
thus opening the way to further misunderstanding. “What is actual is necessary in itself,” he says in the 
Philosophy of Right. “Necessity consists in this that the whole is sundered into the different concepts and that this 
divided whole yields a fixed and permanent determinacy. However, this is not a fossilised determinacy but one 
which permanently recreates itself in its dissolution.” [25] The deep affinities between historical materialism and 
Hegel’s philosophy are clearly manifested here, for both conceive of theory as the self-knowledge of reality. 
Nevertheless, we must briefly point to the crucial difference between them. This is likewise located in the 
problem of reality and of the unity of the historical process. 
Marx reproached Hegel (and, in even stronger terms, Hegel’s successors who had reverted to Kant and Fichte) 
with his failure to overcome the duality of thought and being, of theory and practice, of subject and object. He 
maintained that Hegel’s dialectic, which purported to be an inner, real dialectic of the historical process, was a 
mere illusion: in the crucial point he failed to go beyond Kant. His knowledge is no more than knowledge about 
an essentially alien material. It was not the case that this material, human society, came to now itself. As he 
remarks in the decisive sentences of his critique, [26] 

“Already with Hegel, the absolute spirit of history has its material in the masses, but only finds adequate 
expression in philosophy. But the philosopher appears merely as the instrument by which absolute spirit, 
which makes history, arrives at self-consciousness after the historical movement has been completed. The 
philosopher’s role in history is thus limited to this subsequent consciousness, for the real movement is 
executed unconsciously by the absolute spirit. Thus the philosopher arrives post festum.”  

Hegel, then, permits  
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“absolute spirit qua absolute spirit to make history only in appearance. ... For, as absolute spirit does not 
appear in the mind of the philosopher in the shape of the creative world-spirit until after the event, it 
follows that it makes history only in the consciousness, the opinions and the ideas of the philosophers, 
only in the speculative imagination.”  

Hegel’s conceptual mythology has been definitively eliminated by the critical activity of the young Marx. 
It is, however, not accidental that Marx achieved ‘self-understanding’ in the course of opposing a 

reactionary Hegelian movement reverting back to Kant. This movement exploited Hegel’s obscurities and inner 
uncertainties in order to eradicate the revolutionary elements from his method. It strove to harmonise the 
reactionary content, the reactionary conceptual mythology, the vestiges of the contemplative dualism of thought 
and existence with the consistently reactionary philosophy which prevailed in the Germany of the day. 

By adopting the progressive part of the Hegelian method, namely the dialectic, Marx not only cut himself 
off from Hegel’s successors; he also split Hegel’s philosophy in two. He took the historical tendency in Hegel to 
its logical extreme: he radically transformed all the phenomena both of society and of socialised man into 
historical problems: he concretely revealed the real substratum of historical evolution and developed a seminal 
method in the process. He measured Hegel’s philosophy by the yardstick he had himself discovered and 
systematically elaborated, and he found it wanting. The mythologising remnants of the ‘eternal values’ which 
Marx eliminated from the dialectic belong basically on the same level as the philosophy of reflection which Hegel 
had fought his whole life long with such energy and bitterness and against which he had pitted his entire 
philosophical method, with its ideas of process and concrete totality, dialectics and history. In this sense Marx’s 
critique of Hegel is the direct continuation and extension of the criticism that Hegel himself levelled at Kant and 
Fichte. [27] So it came about that Marx’s dialectical method continued what Hegel had striven for but had failed to 
achieve in a concrete form. And, on the other hand, the corpse of the written system remained for the scavenging 
philologists and system-makers to feast upon. 

It is at reality itself that Hegel and Marx part company. Hegel was unable to penetrate to the real driving 
forces of history. Partly because these forces were not yet fully visible when he created his system. In 
consequence he was forced to regard the peoples and their consciousness as the true bearers of historical 
evolution. (But he did not discern their real nature because of the .heterogeneous composition of that 
consciousness. So he mythologised it into the ‘spirit of the people’.) But in part he remained imprisoned in the 
Platonic and Kantian outlook, in the duality of thought and being, of form and matter, notwithstanding his very 
energetic efforts to break out. Even though he was the first to discover the meaning of concrete totality, and even 
though his thought was constantly bent upon overcoming every kind of abstraction, matter still remained tainted 
for him with the ’stain of the specific’ (and here he was very much the Platonist). These contradictory and 
conflicting tendencies could not be clarified within his system. They are often juxtaposed, unmediated, 
contradictory and unreconciled. In consequence, the ultimate (apparent) synthesis had perforce to turn to the past 
rather than the future. [28] It is no wonder that from very early on bourgeois science chose to dwell on these 
aspects of Hegel. As a result the revolutionary core of his thought became almost totally obscure even for 
Marxists. 

A conceptual mythology always points to the failure to understand a fundamental condition of human 
existence, one whose effects cannot be warded off. This failure to penetrate the object is expressed intellectually 
in terms of transcendental forces which construct and shape reality, the relations between objects, our relations 
with them and their transformations in the course of history in a mythological fashion. By recognising that “the 
production and reproduction of real life (is) in the last resort the decisive factor in history”, [29] Marx and Engels 
gained a vantage-point from which they could settle accounts with all mythologies. Hegel’s absolute spirit was the 
last of these grandiose mythological schemes. It already contained the totality and its movement, even though it 
was unaware of its real character. Thus in historical materialism reason “which has always existed though not 
always in a rational form”, [30] achieved that ‘rational’ form by discovering its real substratum, the basis from 
which human life will really be able to become conscious of itself. This completed the programme of Hegel’s 
philosophy of history, even though at the cost of the destruction of his system. In contrast to nature in which, as 

235



Hegel emphasises, [31] “change goes in a circle, repeating the same thing”, change in history takes place “in the 
concept as well as on the surface. It is the concept itself which is corrected.” 

5 
The premise of dialectical materialism is, we recall: “It is not men’s consciousness that determines their 

existence, but on the contrary, their social existence that determines their consciousness.” Only in the context 
sketched above can this premise point beyond mere theory and become a question of praxis. Only when the core 
of existence stands revealed as a social process can existence be seen as the product, albeit the hitherto 
unconscious product, of human activity. This activity will be seen in its turn as the element crucial for the 
transformation of existence. Man finds himself confronted by purely natural relations or social forms mystified 
into natural relations. They appear to be fixed, complete and immutable entities which can be manipulated and 
even comprehended, but never overthrown. But also this situation creates the possibility of praxis in the 
individual consciousness. Praxis becomes the form of action appropriate to the isolated individual, it becomes his 
ethics. Feuerbach’s attempt to supersede Hegel foundered on this reef: like the German idealists, and to a much 
greater extent than Hegel, he stopped short at the isolated individual of ‘civil society’. 

Marx urged us to understand ‘the sensuous world’, the object, reality, as human sensuous activity. [32] 
This means that man must become conscious of himself as a social being, as simultaneously the subject and object 
of the socio-historical process. In feudal society man could not yet see himself as a social being because his social 
relations were still mainly natural. Society was far too unorganised and had far too little control over the totality 
of relations between men for it to appear to consciousness as the reality of man. (The question of the structure and 
unity of feudal society cannot be considered in any detail here.) Bourgeois society carried out the process of 
socialising society. Capitalism destroyed both the spatio-temporal barriers between different lands and territories 
and also the legal partitions between the different ‘estates’ (Stände). In its universe there is a formal equality for 
all men; the economic relations that directly determined the metabolic exchange between men and nature 
progressively disappear. Man becomes, in the true sense of the word, a social being. Society. becomes the reality 
for man. 

Thus the recognition that society is reality becomes possible only under capitalism, in bourgeois society. 
But the class which carried out this revolution did so without consciousness of its function; the social forces it 
unleashed, the very forces that carried it to supremacy seemed to be opposed to it like a second nature, but a more 
soulless, impenetrable nature than feudalism ever was. [33] It was necessary for the proletariat to be born for social 
reality to become fully conscious. The reason for this is that the discovery of the class-outlook of the proletariat 
provided a vantage point from which to survey the whole of society. With the emergence of historical materialism 
there arose the theory of the “conditions for the liberation of the proletariat” and the doctrine of reality understood 
as the total process of social evolution. This was only possible because for the proletariat the total knowledge of 
its class-situation was a vital necessity, a matter of life and death; because its class situation becomes 
comprehensible only if the whole of society can be understood; and because this understanding is the inescapable 
precondition of its actions. Thus the unity of theory and practice is only the reverse side of the social and 
historical position of the proletariat. From its own point of view self-knowledge coincides with knowledge of the 
whole so that the proletariat is at one and the same time the subject and object of its own knowledge. 

The mission of raising humanity to a higher level is based, as Hegel rightly observed [34] (although he was 
still concerned with nations), on the fact that these “stages of evolution exist as immediate, natural, principles” 
and it devolves upon every nation (i.e. class) “endowed with such a natural principle to put it into practice.” Marx 
concretises this idea with great clarity by applying it to social development: [35] 

“If socialist writers attribute this world-historical role to the proletariat it is not because they believe ... 
that the proletariat are gods. Far from it. The proletariat can and must liberate itself because when the 
proletariat is fully developed, its humanity and even the appearance of its humanity has become totally 
abstract; because in the conditions of its life all the conditions of life of contemporary society find their 
most inhuman consummation; because in the proletariat man is lost to himself but at the same time he has 
acquired a theoretical consciousness of this loss, and is driven by the absolutely imperious dictates of his 
misery – the practical expression of this necessity – which can no longer be ignored or whitewashed, to 
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rebel against this inhumanity. However, the proletariat cannot liberate itself without destroying the 
conditions of its own life. But it cannot do that without destroying all the inhuman conditions of life in 
contemporary society which exist in the proletariat in a concentrated form.” 

Thus the essence of the method of historical materialism is inseparable from the ‘practical and critical’ activity of 
the proletariat: both are aspects of the same process of social evolution. So, too, the knowledge of reality provided 
by the dialectical method is likewise inseparable from the class standpoint of the proletariat. The question raised 
by the Austrian Marxists of the methodological separation of the ‘pure’ science of Marxism from socialism is a 
pseudo-problem. [36] For, the Marxist method, the dialectical materialist knowledge of reality, can arise only from 
the point of view of a class, from the point of view of the struggle of the proletariat. To abandon this point of view 
is to move away from historical materialism, just as to adopt it leads directly into the thick of the struggle of the 
proletariat. 

Historical materialism grows out of the “immediate, natural” life-principle of the proletariat; it means the 
acquisition of total knowledge of reality from this one point of view. But it does not follow from this that this 
knowledge or this methodological attitude is the inherent or natural possession of the proletariat as a class (let 
alone of proletarian individuals). On the contrary. It is true that the proletariat is the conscious subject of total 
social reality. But the conscious subject is not defined here as in Kant, where ‘subject’ is defined as that which 
can never be an object. The ‘subject’ here is not a detached spectator of the process. The proletariat is more than 
just the active and passive part of this process: the rise and evolution of its knowledge and its actual rise and 
evolution in the course of history are just the two different sides of the same real process. It is not simply the case 
that the working class arose in the course of spontaneous, unconscious actions born of immediate, direct despair 
(the Luddite destruction of machines can serve as a primitive illustration of this), and then advanced gradually 
through incessant social struggle to the point where it “formed itself into a class.” But it is no less true that 
proletarian consciousness of social reality, of its own class situation, of its own historical vocation and the 
materialist view of history are all products of this self-same process of evolution which historical materialism 
understands adequately and for what it really is for the first time in history. 

Thus the Marxist method is equally as much the product of class warfare as any other political or 
economic product. In the same way, the evolution of the proletariat reflects the inner structure of the society 
which it was the first to understand. “Its result, therefore, appears just as constantly presupposed by it as its 
presuppositions appear as its results.” [37] The idea of totality which we have come to recognise as the 
presupposition necessary to comprehend reality is the product of history in a double sense. 

First, historical materialism became a formal, objective possibility only because economic factors created 
the proletariat, because the proletariat did emerge (i.e. at a particular stage of historical development), and because 
the subject and object of the knowledge of social reality were transformed. Second, this formal possibility became 
a real one only in the course of the evolution of the proletariat. If the meaning of history is to be found in the 
process of history itself and not, as formerly, in a transcendental, mythological or ethical meaning foisted on to 
recalcitrant material, this presupposes a proletariat with a relatively advanced awareness of its own position, i.e. a 
relatively advanced proletariat, and, therefore, a long preceding period of evolution. The path taken by this 
evolution leads from utopia to the knowledge of reality; from transcendental goals fixed by the first great leaders 
of the workers’ movement to the clear perception by the Commune of 1871 that the working-class has “no ideals 
to realise”, but wishes only “to liberate the elements of the new society.” It is the path leading from the “class 
opposed to capitalism” to the class “for itself.” 

Seen in this light the revisionist separation of movement and ultimate goal represents a regression to the 
most primitive stage of the working-class movement. For the ultimate goal is not a ‘state of the future’ awaiting 
the proletariat somewhere independent of the movement and the path leading up to it. It is not a condition which 
can be happily forgotten in the stress of daily life and recalled only in Sunday sermons as a stirring contrast to 
workaday cares. Nor is it a ‘duty’, an ‘idea’ designed to regulate the ‘real’ process. The ultimate goal is rather that 
relation to the totality (to the whole of society seen as a process), through which every aspect of the struggle 
acquires its revolutionary significance. This relation informs every aspect in its simple and sober ordinariness, but 
only consciousness makes it real and so confers reality on the day-to-day struggle by manifesting its relation to 
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the whole. Thus it elevates mere existence to reality. Do not let us forget either that every attempt to rescue the 
‘ultimate goal’ or the ‘essence’ of the proletariat from every impure contact with – capitalist- existence leads 
ultimately to the same remoteness from reality, from ‘practical, critical activity’ and to the same relapse into the 
utopian dualism of subject and object, of theory and practice to which Revisionism has succumbed. [38] 

The practical danger of every such dualism shows itself in the loss of any directive for action. As soon as 
you abandon the ground of reality that has been conquered and reconquered by dialectical materialism, as soon as 
you decide to remain on the ‘natural’ ground of existence, of the empirical in its stark, naked brutality, you create 
a gulf between the subject of an action and the milieu of the ‘facts’ in which the action unfolds so that they stand 
opposed to each other as harsh, irreconcilable principles. It then becomes impossible to impose the subjective 
will, wish or decision upon the facts or to discover in them any directive for action. A situation in which the 
‘facts’ speak out unmistakably for or against a definite course of action has never existed, and neither can or will 
exist. The more conscientiously the facts are explored – in their isolation, i.e. in their unmediated relations – the 
less compellingly will they point in any one direction. It is self-evident that a merely subjective decision will be 
shattered by the pressure of uncomprehended facts acting automatically ‘according to laws’. 

Thus dialectical materialism is seen to offer the only approach to reality which can give action a direction. 
The self-knowledge, both subjective and objective, of the proletariat at a given point in its evolution is at the same 
time knowledge of the stage of development achieved by the whole society. The facts no longer appear strange 
when they are comprehended in their coherent reality, in the relation of all partial aspects to their inherent, but 
hitherto unelucidated roots in the whole: we then perceive the tendencies which strive towards the centre of 
reality, to what we are wont to call the ultimate goal. This ultimate goal is not an abstract ideal opposed to the 
process, but an aspect of truth and reality. It is the concrete meaning of each stage reached and an integral part of 
the concrete moment. Because of this, to comprehend it is to recognise the direction taken (unconsciously) by 
events and tendencies towards the totality. It is to know the direction that determines concretely the correct course 
of action at any given moment – in terms of the interest of the total process, viz. the emancipation of the 
proletariat. 

However, the evolution of society constantly heightens the tension between the partial aspects and the 
whole. Just because the inherent meaning of reality shines forth with an ever more resplendent light, the meaning 
of the process is embedded ever more deeply in day-to-day events, and totality permeates the spatio-temporal 
character of phenomena. The path to consciousness throughout the course of history does not become smoother 
but on the contrary ever more arduous and exacting. For this reason the task of orthodox Marxism, its victory over 
Revisionism and utopianism can never mean the defeat, once and for all, of false tendencies. It is an ever-renewed 
struggle against the insidious effects of bourgeois ideology on the thought of the proletariat. Marxist orthodoxy is 
no guardian of traditions, it is the eternally vigilant prophet proclaiming the relation between the tasks of the 
immediate present and the totality of the historical process. Hence the words of the Communist Manifesto on the 
tasks of orthodoxy and of its representatives, the Communists, have lost neither their relevance nor their value: 

“The Communists are distinguished from the other working-class parties by this only: 1. In the national 
struggles of the proletarians of the different countries, they point out and bring to the front the common 
interests of the entire proletariat, independent of nationality. 2. In the various stages of development 
which the struggle of the working class against the bourgeoisie has to pass through, they always and 
everywhere represent the interests of the movement as a whole.” 

March 1919. 
 

NOTES 
1. Introduction to the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right , p. 52. 
2. Ibid., p. 54. 
3. Nachlass I, pp. 382-3. [Correspondence of 1843]. 
4. Ibid., p. 398. See also the essay on Class Consciousness. 
5. Feuerbach and the End of Classical German Philosophy. 
6. A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy, (my italics). It is of the first importance to realise that the method is 
limited here to the realms of history and society. The misunderstandings that arise from Engels’ account of dialectics can in 
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the main be put down to the fact that Engels – following Hegel’s mistaken lead – extended the method to apply also to nature. 
However, the crucial determinants of dialectics – the interaction of subject and object, the unity of theory and practice, the 
historical changes in the reality underlying the categories as the root cause of changes in thought, etc. – are absent from our 
knowledge of nature. Unfortunately it is not possible to undertake a detailed analysis of these questions here. 
7. Ibid., pp. 298-9. 
8. Introduction to The Class Struggles in France . But it must be borne in mind that ‘scientific exactitude’ presupposes that 
the elements remain ‘constant’. This had been postulated as far back as Galileo. 
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logic, too, the relation of the parts to the whole forms the dialectical transition from existence to reality. It must be noted in 
this context that the question of the relation of internal and external also treated there is likewise concerned with the problem 
of totality. Hegel, Werke IV, pp. 156 ff.  
15. Marx, Theorien über den Mehrwert, Stuttgart, 1905, II, II, pp. 305-9. 
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18. The Poverty of Philosophy, pp. 123-4. 
19. A Contribution to Political Economy, pp. 291-2. 
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relation. Cf. Die Marxsche Geschichts- Gesellschafts- und Staatstheorie, Berlin, 1929, II, pp. 155-7. 
21. Wage Labour and Capital. 
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26. Nachlass II, p. 187. [The Holy Family, Chapter 6] 
27. It comes as no surprise that at the very point where Marx radically departs from Hegel, Cunow should attempt to correct 
Marx by appealing to Hegel as seen through Kantian spectacles. To Marx’s purely historical view of the state he opposes the 
Hegelian state as ‘an eternal value’. Its ‘errors’ are to be set aside as nothing more than ‘historical matters’ which do not 
‘determine the nature, the fate and the objectives of the state’. For Cunow, Marx is inferior to Hegel on this point because he 
‘regards the question politically and not from the standpoint of the sociologist’. Cunow, op. cit. p. 308. It is evident that all 
Marx’s efforts to overcome Hegelian philosophy might never have existed in the eyes of the opportunists. If they do not 
return to vulgar materialism or to Kant they use the reactionary elements of Hegel’s philosophy of the state to erase 
revolutionary dialectics from Marxism, so as to provide an intellectual immortalisation of bourgeois society. 
28. Hegel’s attitude towards national economy is highly significant in this context. (Philosophy of Right, § 189.) He clearly 
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S.W. II, p. 293 and Feuerbach, etc. S.W. II, p. 354). But he is unable to see the crucial importance of the material reality 
underlying the economy, viz. the relation of men to each other; it remains for him no more than an ‘arbitrary chaos’ and its 
laws are thought to be ‘similar to those of the planetary system’. Ibid. §. 189. 
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33. See the essay Class Consciousness for an explanation of this situation. 
34. The Philosophy of Right, § 346-7. 
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36. Hilferding, Finanzkapital, pp. VIII-IX. 
37. Capital III. 
38. Cf. Zinoviev’s polemics against Guesde and his attitude to the war in Stuttgart. Gegen den Strom, pp. 470-1. Likewise 
Lenin’s book, “Left-Wing” Communism – an Infantile Disorder. 
 
 
Lukács, H&CC, “Class Consciousness” (1920), 50-51. 

Of course bourgeois historians also attempt such concrete analyses; indeed they reproach historical 
materialists with violating the concrete uniqueness of historical events. Where they go wrong is in their belief that 
the concrete can be located in the empirical individual of history (’individual’ here can refer to an individual man, 
class or people) and in his empirically given (and hence psychological or mass-psychological) consciousness. And 
just when they imagine that they have discovered the most concrete thing of all: society as a concrete totality, the 
system of production at a given point in history and the resulting division of society into classes – they are in fact 
at the furthest remove from it. In missing the mark they mistake something wholly abstract for the concrete. 
“These relations,” Marx states, “are not those between one individual and another, but between worker and 
capitalist, tenant and landlord, etc. Eliminate these relations and you abolish the whole of society; your 
Prometheus will then be nothing more than a spectre without arms or legs. ...” [10] 

Concrete analysis means then: the relation to society as a whole. For only when this relation is established 
does the consciousness of their existence that men have at any given time emerge in all its essential 
characteristics. It appears, on the one hand, as something which is subjectively justified in the social and historical 
situation, as something which can and should be understood, i.e. as ‘right’. At the same time, objectively, it by-
passes the essence of the evolution of society and fails to pinpoint it and express it adequately. That is to say, 
objectively, it appears as a ‘false consciousness’. On the other hand, we may see the same consciousness as 
something which fails subjectively to reach its self-appointed goals, while furthering and realising the objective 
aims of society of which it is ignorant and which it did not choose. 

This twofold dialectical determination of ‘false consciousness’ constitutes an analysis far removed from 
the naive description of what men in fact thought, felt and wanted at any moment in history and from any given 
point in the class structure. I do not wish to deny the great importance of this, but it remains after all merely the 
material of genuine historical analysis. The relation with concrete totality and the dialectical determinants arising 
from it transcend pure description and yield the category of objective possibility. By relating consciousness to the 
whole of society it becomes possible to infer the thoughts and feelings which men would have in a particular 
situation if they were able to assess both it and the interests arising from it in their impact on immediate action 
and on the whole structure of society. That is to say, it would be possible to infer the thoughts and feelings 
appropriate to their objective situation. The number of such situations is not unlimited in any society. However 
much detailed researches are able to refine social typologies there will always be a number of clearly 
distinguished basic types whose characteristics are determined by the types of position available in the process of 
production. Now class consciousness consists in fact of the appropriate and rational reactions ‘imputed’ 
[zugerechnet] to a particular typical position in the process of production.[11] This consciousness is, therefore, 
neither the sum nor the average of what is thought or felt by the single individuals who make up the class. And yet 
the historically significant actions of the class as a whole are determined in the last resort by this consciousness 
and not by the thought of the individual – and these actions can be understood only by reference to this 
consciousness. 
 
Notes: 
10. The Poverty of Philosophy, p. 112. 
11. In this context it is unfortunately not possible to discuss in greater detail some of the ramifications of these ideas in 
Marxism, e.g. the very important category of the ’economic persona’. Even less can we pause to glance at the relation of 
historical materialism to comparable trends in bourgeois thought (such as Max Weber’s ideal types). 
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Lukács, H&CC, “Reification and the Consciousness of the Proletariat” (1923), 204-206. 
But when the truth of becoming is the future that is to be created but has not yet been born, when it is the 

new that resides in the tendencies that (with our conscious aid) will be realised, then the question whether thought 
is a reflection appears quite senseless. It is true that reality is the criterion for the correctness of thought. But 
reality is not, it becomes – and to become the participation of thought is needed. We see here the fulfilment of the 
programme of classical philosophy: the principle of genesis means in fact that dogmatism is overcome (above all 
in its most important historical incarnation: the Platonic theory of reflection). But only concrete (historical) 
becoming can perform the function of such a genesis. And consciousness (the practical class consciousness of the 
proletariat) is a necessary, indispensable, integral part of that process of becoming. 

Thus thought and existence are not identical in the sense that they ‘correspond’ to each other, or ‘reflect’ 
each other, that they ‘run parallel’ to each other or ‘coincide’ with each other (all expressions that conceal a rigid 
duality). Their identity is that they are aspects of one and the same real historical and dialectical process. What is 
‘reflected’ in the consciousness of the proletariat is the new positive reality arising out of the dialectical 
contradictions of capitalism. And this is by no means the invention of the proletariat, nor was it ‘created’ out of 
the void. It is rather the inevitable consequence of the process in its totality; one which changed from being an 
abstract possibility to a concrete reality only after it had become part of the consciousness of the proletariat and 
had been made practical by it. And this is no mere formal transformation. For a possibility to be realised, for a 
tendency to become actual, what is required is that the objective components of a society should be transformed; 
their functions must be changed and with them the structure and content of every individual object. 

But it must never be forgotten: only the practical class consciousness of the proletariat possesses this 
ability to transform things. Every contemplative, purely cognitive stance leads ultimately to a divided relationship 
to its object. Simply to transplant the structure we have discerned here into any stance other than that of 
proletarian action – for only the class can be practical in its relation to the total process – would mean the creation 
of a new conceptual mythology and a regression to the standpoint of classical philosophy refuted by Marx. For 
every purely cognitive stance bears the stigma of immediacy. That is to say, it never ceases to be confronted by a 
whole series of ready-made objects that cannot be dissolved into processes. Its dialectical nature can survive only 
in the tendency towards praxis and in its orientation towards the actions of the proletariat. It can survive only if it 
remains critically aware of its own tendency to immediacy inherent in every non-practical stance and if it 
constantly strives to explain critically the mediations, the relations to the totality as a process, to the actions of the 
proletariat as a class. 

The practical character of the thought of the proletariat is born and becomes real as the result of an 
equally dialectical process. In this thought self-criticism is more than the self-criticism of its object, i.e. the self-
criticism of bourgeois society. It is also a critical awareness of how much of its own practical nature has really 
become manifest, which stage of the genuinely practicable is objectively possible and how much of what is 
objectively possible has been made real. For it is evident that however clearly we may have grasped the fact that 
society consists of processes, however thoroughly we may have unmasked the fiction of its rigid reification, this 
does not mean that we are able to annul the ‘reality’ of this fiction in capitalist society in practice. The moments 
in which this insight can really be converted into practice are determined by developments in society. Thus 
proletarian thought is in the first place merely a theory of praxis which only gradually (and indeed often 
spasmodically) transforms itself into a practical theory that overturns the real world. The individual stages of this 
process cannot be sketched in here. They alone would be able to show how proletarian class consciousness 
evolves dialectically (i.e. how the proletariat becomes a class). Only then would it be possible to throw light on 
the intimate dialectical process of interaction between the socio-historical situation and the class consciousness of 
the proletariat. Only then would the statement that the proletariat is the identical subject-object of the history of 
society become truly concrete.[70]  

Even the proletariat can only overcome reification as long as it is oriented towards practice. And this 
means that there can be no single act that will eliminate reification in all its forms at one blow; it means that there 
will be a whole host of objects that at least in appearance remain more or less unaffected by the process. This is 
true in the first instance of nature. But it is also illuminating to observe how a whole set of social phenomena 
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become dialecticised by a different path than the one we have traced out to show the nature of the dialectics of 
history and the process by which the barriers of reification can be shattered. We have observed, for instance, how 
certain works of art are extraordinarily sensitive to the qualitative nature of dialectical changes without their 
becoming conscious of the antagonisms which they lay bare and to which they give artistic form. 

At the same time we observed other societal phenomena which contain inner antagonisms but only in an 
abstract form, i.e. their inner contradictions are merely the secondary effects of the inner contradictions of other, 
more primary phenomena. This means that these last contradictions can only become visible if mediated by the 
former and can only become dialectical when they do. (This is true of interest as opposed to profit.) It would be 
necessary to set forth the whole system of these qualitative gradations in the dialectical character of the different 
kinds of phenomena before we should be in a position to arrive at the concrete totality of the categories with 
which alone true knowledge of the present is possible. The hierarchy of these categories would determine at the 
same time the point where system and history meet, thus fulfilling Marx’s postulate (already cited) concerning the 
categories that “their sequence is determined by the relations they have to each other in modern bourgeois 
society.”  
 
Notes: 
70. On the relationship between a theory of praxis to a practical theory, see the interesting essay by Josef Révai in 
Kommunismus 1, Nos. 46-9, “The Problem of Tactics,” even though I am not in agreement with all his conclusions.
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Karl Marx, Capital I: 75-6. 

Man’s reflections on the forms of social life, and consequently, also, his scientific analysis of those forms, 
take a course directly opposite to that of their actual historical development. He begins, post festum, with the 
results of the process of development ready to hand before him. The characters that stamp products as 
commodities, and whose establishment is a necessary preliminary to the circulation of commodities, have already 
acquired the stability of natural, self-understood forms of social life, before man seeks to decipher, not their 
historical character, for in his eyes they are immutable, but their meaning. Consequently it was the analysis of the 
prices of commodities that alone led to the determination of the magnitude of value, and it was the common 
expression of all commodities in money that alone led to the establishment of their characters as values. It is, 
however, just this ultimate money form of the world of commodities that actually conceals, instead of disclosing, 
the social character of private labour, and the social relations between the individual producers. When I state that 
coats or boots stand in a relation to linen, because it is the universal incarnation of abstract human labour, the 
absurdity of the statement is self-evident. Nevertheless, when the producers of coats and boots compare those 
articles with linen, or, what is the same thing, with gold or silver, as the universal equivalent, they express the 
relation between their own private labour and the collective labour of society in the same absurd form.  

The categories of bourgeois economy consist of such like forms. They are forms of thought expressing 
with social validity the conditions and relations of a definite, historically determined mode of production, viz., the 
production of commodities. The whole mystery of commodities, all the magic and necromancy that surrounds the 
products of labour as long as they take the form of commodities, vanishes therefore, so soon as we come to other 
forms of production.  
 
Marx, Capital; III: 817. 

Vulgar economy actually does no more than interpret, systematise and defend in doctrinaire fashion the 
conceptions of the agents of bourgeois production who are entrapped in bourgeois production relations. It should 
not astonish us, then, that vulgar economy feels particularly at home in the estranged outward appearances of 
economic relations in which these prima facie absurd and perfect contradictions appear and that these relations 
seem the more self-evident the more their internal relationships are concealed from it, although they are 
understandable to the popular mind. But all science would be superfluous if the outward appearance and the 
essence of things directly coincided. Thus, vulgar economy has not the slightest suspicion that the trinity which it 
takes as its point of departure, namely, land — rent, capital — interest, labour — wages or the price of labour, are 
prima facie three impossible combinations. First we have the use-value land, which has no value, and the 
exchange-value rent: so that a social relation conceived as a thing is made proportional to Nature, i.e., two 
incommensurable magnitudes are supposed to stand in a given ratio to one another. Then capital — interest. If 
capital is conceived as a certain sum of values represented independently by money, then it is prima facie 
nonsense to say that a certain value should be worth more than it is worth. It is precisely in the form: capital — 
interest that all intermediate links are eliminated, and capital is reduced to its most general formula, which 
therefore in itself is also inexplicable and absurd. 
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Ken Lawrence, excerpt from internal memorandum to members of the Southern Conference Educational 
Fund (SCEF), January 25th

 
 1973. 

 The differenced to be found within SCEF seem to be on two different levels. They are related, not by 
similarity, but by tension. Those levels, or needs, or views, or outlooks, are embraced by asking two questions: 
 

1. What should SCEF do? 
2. What kind of an organization should SCEF be? 

 
To ask these questions is to ask what the organization is externally, for the South, and what it is internally 

for itself. This formulation makes it obvious that the internal, organizational form of SCEF must necessarily 
reflect the outside reality, the political needs of the times. Yet the problem is never faced that way, but always on 
its head. This is unavoidable, because the organizational apparatus existed before the current political situation in 
the South. So the organization says, without thinking too much about itself, let’s decide what to do. The problem 
of the organization’s internal life only arises when it is too late, when one or another aspect of its existence 
becomes a fetter on its political needs. This is the origin of bureaucracy.  

It is necessary to say all this because several people have incorrectly presumed that bureaucracy is born as 
a monster, the full-blown antithesis of democracy, rather than something that necessarily grows and develops 
within any more or less permanent democratic structure. Another tendency is to presume that there is a certain 
type of person with a “bureaucratic mentality.” Actually, any political activist tied to the structural needs of the 
past and not immersed in the struggles of the present operates bureaucratically, regardless of personality or intent, 
and the corollary of that is that the worst bastards will of necessity be revolutionized to the extent that they 
immerse themselves in the mass struggles of the present. 

One notable aspect of this is that the fixed establishment of democratic forms is almost certain to ensure 
their opposite, precisely because form and structure are the required ingredients of bureaucracy, while the 
substance of democracy is its content, which can assume a variety of very unlikely forms. This accounts for the 
fact that organizations (and countries) that vigorously proclaim their democratic virtue usually aren’t, while truly 
democratic situations rarely take note of their forms. 

Nonetheless it is necessary to acquire political stability, and that requires forms and structures. (This is 
distinct from the looseness of form required in action, where consensus suffices as the democratic method. In an 
ongoing organization, consensus rule is the least democratic and most conservative form possible). So we adopt 
one or another variety of Roberts Rules, we elect officers, we divide labor, we delegate authority. Some 
organizations on the left, though not SCEF, go further than this, imposing discipline on members, enforcing 
monolithic unity. At times this can be the most democratic method in practice, though its appearance is the 
opposite.  
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PART VII: LOUIS ALTHUSSER’S PHILOSOPHY 
 
Questions: 

1. What do you think of Althusser's statement that in order to identify the "real, mature" Marxist concepts 
which are to be found in Marx's writing one must activate "provisional Marxist theoretical concepts"? 

2. Compare Althusser's "dialectical circle" with Hegel's explanation of the concept. 
3. What is the difference between Althusser's and Gramsci's interpretations of the Sixth Thesis on Feuerbach? 

Who seems more correct? 
4. Define Althusser's Generalities I, II, and III. Define "concrete" as used by Marx in the Grundrisse passage. 
5. "How is it possible, theoretically, to sustain the validity of this basic Marxist proposition: 'the class struggle 

is the motor of history' . . . when we know very well that it is not politics but the economy that is 
determinant in the last instance?" [Althusser, page 215] Althusser regards these statements as 
inconsistent. Do you? Explain your answer. 

6. Criticize Althusser's proposition (2) stated on page 185. In doing so, compare Althusser's quote from Marx, 
"this concrete-real 'survives in its independence after as before, outside thought'," with the same statement 
as it appears in the Grundrisse selection. 

7. Lukacs summarized his outlook by saying, "Rightly or wrongly, I had always treated Marx's works as 
having an essential unity." Althusser argues the opposite, yet both Marxists have similar followings 
among purely academic Marxists. Why? 

 
- Reread: Marx, Grundrisse (100-2); Hegel, Phenomenology (80-84); Engels, Letter to Bloch 

(September 21, 1890); C. L. R. James, excerpt from Notes on Dialectics; Marx, “Theses on 
Feuerbach” 

 
Louis Althusser, For Marx (New York: Vintage Books, 1970), Introduction (1965), 38-39. 

I have permitted myself these remarks so as to clarify the meaning of the pages devoted to Feuerbach and 
the Young Marx, and so as to reveal the unity of the problem dominating these Notes, since the essays on 
contradiction and on the dialectic equally concern a definition of the irreducible specificity of Marxist theory.  

That this definition cannot be read directly in Marx’s writings, that a complete prior critique is 
indispensable to an identification of the location of the real concepts of Marx’s maturity; that the identification of 
these concepts is the same thing as the identification of their location; that all this critical effort, the absolute 
precondition of any interpretation, in itself presupposes activating a minimum of provisional Marxist theoretical 
concepts bearing on the nature of theoretical formations and their history; that the precondition of a reading of 
Marx is a Marxist theory of the differential nature of theoretical formations and their history, that is, a theory of 
epistemological history, which is Marxist philosophy itself; that this operation in itself constitutes an 
indispensable circle in which the application of Marxist theory to Marx himself appears to be the absolute 
precondition of an understanding of Marx and at the same time as the precondition even of the constitution and 
development of Marxist philosophy, so much is clear. But the circle implied by this operation is, like all circles of 
this kind, simply the dialectical circle of the question asked of an object as to its nature, on the basis of a 
theoretical problematic which in putting its object to the test puts itself to the test of its object. That Marxism can 
and must itself be the object of the epistemological question, that this epistemological question can only be asked 
as a function of the Marxist theoretical problematic, that is necessity itself for a theory which defines itself 
dialectically, not merely as a science of history (historical materialism) but also and simultaneously as a 
philosophy, a philosophy that is capable of accounting for the nature of theoretical formations and their history, 
and therefore capable of accounting for itself, by taking itself as its own object. Marxism is the only philosophy 
that theoretically faces up to this test.  

All this critical effort is indispensable, not only to a reading of Marx which is not just an immediate 
reading, deceived either by the false transparency of his youthful ideological conceptions, or by the perhaps still 
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more dangerous false transparency of the apparently familiar concepts of the works of the break. This work which 
is essential to a reading of Marx is, in the strict sense, simultaneously the work of theoretical elaboration of 
Marxist philosophy. A theory which enables us to see clearly in Marx, to distinguish science from ideology, to 
deal with the difference between them within the historical relation between them and to deal with the 
discontinuity of the epistemological break within the continuity of a historical process, a theory which makes it 
possible to distinguish a word from a concept, to distinguish the existence or non-existence of a concept behind a 
word, to discern the existence of a concept by a word’s function in the theoretical discourse, to define the nature 
of a concept by its function in the problematic, and thus by the location it occupies in the system of the ‘theory’; 
this theory which alone makes possible an authentic reading of Marx’s writings, a reading which is both 
epistemological and historical, this theory is in fact simply Marxist philosophy itself.  

We set out in search of it. And here it begins to emerge, along with its own first, most elementary 
demand: the demand for a simple definition of the preconditions of this search.  

March, 1965  
 
Althusser, For Marx, “Contradiction and Overdetermination” (1962), 89-90. 

In an article devoted to the Young Marx, I have already stressed the ambiguity of the idea of ‘inverting 
Hegel’. It seemed to me that strictly speaking this expression suited Feuerbach perfectly; the latter did, indeed, 
‘turn speculative philosophy back on to its feet’, but the only result was to arrive with implacable logic at an 
idealist anthropology. But the expression cannot be applied to Marx, at least not to the Marx who had grown out 
of this ‘anthropological’ phase. I could go further, and suggest that in the well-known passage: ‘With (Hegel, the 
dialectic) is standing on its head. It must be turned right side up again, if you would discover the rational kernel 
within the mystical shell’, this ‘turning right side up again’ is merely gestural, even metaphorical, and it raises as 
many questions as it answers.  

How should we really understand its use in this quotation? It is no longer a matter of a general ‘inversion’ 
of Hegel, that is, the inversion of speculative philosophy as such. From The German Ideology onwards we know 
that such an undertaking would be meaningless. Anyone who claims purely and simply to have inverted 
speculative philosophy (to derive, for example, materialism) can never be more than philosophy’s Proudhon, its 
unconscious prisoner, just as Proudhon was the prisoner of bourgeois economics. We are now concerned with the 
dialectic, and the dialectic alone. It might be thought that when Marx writes that we must ‘discover the rational 
kernel within the mystical shell’ he means that the ‘rational kernel’ is the dialectic itself, while the ‘mystical 
shell’ is speculative philosophy. Engels’s time-honoured distinction between method and system implies 
precisely this. The shell, the mystical wrapping (speculative philosophy), should be tossed aside and the precious 
kernel, the dialectic, retained. But in the same sentence Marx claims that this shelling of the kernel and the 
inversion of the dialectic are one and the same thing, How can an extraction be an inversion? or in other words, 
what is ‘inverted’ during this extraction? 
 
Althusser, For Marx, “Contradiction and Overdetermination,” 111-113. 

But it is not just the terms which change, it is also their relations themselves.  
We should not think that this means a new technical distribution of roles imposed by the multiplication of 

new terms. How are these new terms arranged? On the one hand, the structure (the economic base: the forces of 
production and the relations of production); on the other, the superstructure (the State and all the legal, political 
and ideological forms). We have seen that one could nevertheless attempt to maintain a Hegelian relation (the 
relation Hegel imposed between civil society and the State) between these two groups of categories: the relation 
between an essence and its phenomena. sublimated in the concept of the ‘truth of ... ‘. For Hegel, the State is the 
‘truth of’ civil society, which, thanks to the action of the Ruse of Reason, is merely its own phenomenon 
consummated in it. For a Marx thus relegated to the rank of a Hobbes or a Locke, civil society would be nothing 
but the ‘truth of’ its phenomenon, the State, nothing but a Ruse which Economic Reason would then put at the 
service of a class: the ruling class. Unfortunately for this neat schema, this is not Marx. For him, this tacit identity 
(phenomenon-essence-truth-of ...) of the economic and the political disappears in favour of a new conception of 

254



the relation between determinant instances in the superstructure complex which constitutes the essence of any 
social formation. Of course, these specific relations between structure and superstructure still deserve theoretical 
elaboration and investigation. However, Marx has at least given us the ‘two ends of the chain’, and has told us to 
find out what goes on between them: on the one hand, determination in the last instance by the (economic) mode 
of production; on the other, the relative autonomy of the superstructures and their specific effectivity. This 
clearly breaks with the Hegelian principle of explanation by consciousness of self (ideology), but also with the 
Hegelian theme of phenomenon-essence-truth-of. We really are dealing with a new relationship between new 
terms.  

Listen to the old Engels in 1890, taking the young ‘economists’ to task for not having understood that this 
was a new relationship. Production is the determinant factor, but only ‘in the last instance’: “More than this 
neither Marx nor I have ever asserted". Anyone who ‘twists this’ so that it says that the economic factor is the 
only determinant factor. ‘transforms that proposition into a meaningless, abstract, empty phrase’. And as 
explanation: “The economic situation is the basis, but the various elements of the superstructure the political 
forms of the class struggle and its results: to wit constitutions established by the victorious class after a successful 
battle, etc., juridical forms, and then even the reflexes of all these actual struggles in the brains of the 
participants, political, juristic, philosophical theories, religious views and their further development into systems 
of dogmas – also exercise their influence upon the course of the historical struggles. and in m-any cases 
preponderate in determining their form . . .” The word ‘form’ should understood in its stronger sense, designating 
something quite different from the formal. As Engels also says: “The Prussian State also arose and developed 
from historical, ultimately economic causes. But it could scarcely be maintained without pedantry that among the 
many small states of North Germany, Brandenberg was specifically determined by economic necessity to become 
the great power embodying the economic, linguistic and, after the Reformation, also the religious difference 
between North and South, and not by other elements as well (above all by the entanglement with Poland, owing to 
the possession of Prussia, and hence with international political relations which were indeed also decisive in the 
formation of the Austrian dynastic power)".  

Here, then are the two ends of the chain: the economy is determinant, but in the last instance, Engels is 
prepared to say, in the long run, the run of History. But History ‘asserts itself’ through the multiform world of the 
superstructures. from local tradition to international circumstance. Leaving aside the theoretical solution Engels 
proposes for the problem of the relation between determination in the last instance – the economic – and those 
determinations imposed by the superstructures – national traditions and international events – it is sufficient to 
retain from him what should be called the accumulation of effective determinations (deriving from the 
superstructures and from special national and international circumstances) on the determination in the last 
instance by the economic. It seems to me that this clarifies the expression overdetermined contradiction, which I 
have put forward, this specifically because the existence of overdetermination is no longer a fact pure and simple, 
for in its essentials we have related it to its bases, even if our exposition has so far been merely gestural. This 
overdetermination is inevitable and thinkable as soon as the real existence of the forms of the superstructure and 
of the national and international conjuncture has been recognised – an existence largely specific and autonomous, 
and therefore irreducible to a pure phenomenon. We must carry this through to its conclusion and say that this 
overdetermination does not just refer to apparently unique and aberrant historical situations (Germany, for 
example), but is universal; the economic dialectic is never active in the pure state; in History, these instances, the 
superstructures, etc. – are never seen to step respectfully aside when their work is done or, when the Time comes, 
as his pure phenomena, to scatter before His Majesty the Economy as he strides along the royal road of the 
Dialectic. From the first moment to the last, the lonely hour of the ‘last instance’ never comes.  
 
Althusser, For Marx, “On the Materialist Dialectic” (1963), 164-173. 

Practical Solution and Theoretical Problem. Why Theory? 
The problem posed by my last study – what constitutes Marx’s ‘inversion’ of the Hegelian dialectic, what 

is the specific difference that distinguishes the Marxist dialectic from the Hegelian dialectic? – is a theoretical 
problem. To say that it is a theoretical problem implies that its theoretical solution should give us a new 
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knowledge, organically linked to the other knowledges of Marxist theory. To say that it is a theoretical problem 
implies that we are not dealing merely with an imaginary difficulty, but with a really existing difficulty posed us 
in the form of a problem, that is, in a form governed by imperative conditions: definition of the field of 
(theoretical) knowledges in which the problem is posed (situated), of the exact location of its posing, and of the 
concepts required to pose it. Only the position, examination and resolution of the problem, that is, the theoretical 
practice we are about to embark on, can provide the proof that these conditions have been respected.  

Now, in this particular case, what has to be expressed in the form of a theoretical problem and its solution 
already exists in Marxist practice. Not only has Marxist practice come up against this ‘difficulty’, confirmed that 
it was indeed real rather than imaginary, but what is more, it has, within its own limits, ‘settled’ it and surmounted 
it in fact. In the practical state, the solution to our theoretical problem has already existed for a long time in 
Marxist practice. So to pose and resolve our theoretical problem ultimately means to express theoretically the 
‘solution’ existing in the practical state, that Marxist practice has found for a real difficulty it has encountered in 
its development, whose existence it has noted, and, according to its own submission, settled.[3]  

So we are merely concerned with filling in a ‘gap’ between theory and practice on a particular point. We 
are not setting Marxism any imaginary or subjective problem, asking it to ‘resolve’ the ‘problems’ of 
‘hyperempiricism’, nor even what Marx called the difficulties a philosopher has in his personal relations with a 
concept. No. The problem posed[4] exists (and has existed) in the form of a difficulty signalled by Marxist 
practice. Its solution exists in Marxist practice. So we only have to express it theoretically. But this simple 
theoretical expression of a solution that exists in the practical state cannot be taken for granted: it requires a real 
theoretical labour, not only to work out the specific concept or knowledge of this practical resolution – but also for 
the real destruction of the ideological confusions, illusions or inaccuracies that may exist, by a radical critique (a 
critique which takes them by the root). So this simple theoretical ‘expression’ implies both the production of a 
knowledge and the critique of an illusion, in one movement.  

And if I am asked: but why take all this trouble to express a ‘truth’ ‘known’ for such a long time?[5]

By practice in general I shall mean any process of transformation of determinate given raw material into 
a determinate product, a transformation effected by a determinate human labour, using determinate means (of 
‘production’). In any practice thus conceived, the determinant moment (or element) is neither the raw material nor 
the product, but the practice in the narrow sense: the moment of the labour of transformation itself, which sets to 
work, in a specific structure, men, means and a technical method of utilizing the means. This general definition of 
practice covers the possibility of particularity: there are different practices which are really distinct, even though 
they belong organically to the same complex totality. Thus, ‘social practice’, the complex unity of the practices 
existing in a determinate society, contains a large number of distinct practices. This complex unity of ‘social 
practice’ is structured, we shall soon see how, in such a way that in the last resort the determinant practice in it is 
the practice of transformation of a given nature (raw material) into useful products by the activity of living men 
working through the methodically organized employment of determinate means of production within the 
framework of determinate relations of production. As well as production social practice includes other essential 
levels: political practice – which in Marxist parties is no longer spontaneous but organized on the basis of the 

 – my 
answer is that, if we are still using the term in its strictest sense, the existence of this truth has been signalled, 
recognized for a long time, but it has not been known. For the (practical) recognition of an existence cannot pass 
for a knowledge (that is, for theory) except in the imprecision of a confused thought. And if I am then asked: but 
what use is there in posing this problem in theory if its solution has already existed for a long time in the practical 
state? why give a theoretical expression to this practical solution, a theoretical expression it has so far done quite 
well without? what do we gain by this ‘speculative’ investigation that we do not possess already? One sentence is 
enough to answer this question: Lenin’s ‘Without revolutionary theory, no revolutionary practice’. Generalizing 
it: theory is essential to practice, to the forms of practice that it helps bring to birth or to grow, as well as to the 
practice it is the theory of. But the transparency of this sentence is not enough; we must also know its titles to 
validity, so we must pose the question: what are we to understand by theory, if it is to be essential to practice? I 
shall only discuss the aspects of this theme that are indispensable to our investigation. I propose to use the 
following definitions, as essential preliminary hypotheses.  
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scientific theory of historical materialism, and which transforms its raw materials: social relations, into a 
determinate product (new social relations); ideological practice (ideology, whether religious, political, moral, 
legal or artistic, also transforms its object: men’s ‘consciousness’): and finally, theoretical practice. Ideology is 
not always taken seriously as an existing practice: but to recognize this is the indispensable prior condition for any 
theory of ideology. The existence of a theoretical practice is taken seriously even more rarely: but this prior 
condition is indispensable to an understanding of what theory itself, and its relation to ‘social practice’ are for 
Marxism.  

Here we need a second definition. By theory, in this respect, I shall mean a specific form of practice, itself 
belonging to the complex unity of the ‘social practice’ of a determinate human society. Theoretical practice falls 
within the general definition of practice. It works on a raw material (representations, concepts, facts) which it is 
given by other practices, whether ‘empirical’, ‘technical’ or ‘ideological’. In its most general form theoretical 
practice does not only include scientific theoretical practice, but also pre-scientific theoretical practice, that is, 
‘ideological’ theoretical practice (the forms of ‘knowledge’ that make up the prehistory of a science, and their 
‘philosophies’). The theoretical practice of a science is always completely distinct from the ideological theoretical 
practice of its prehistory: this distinction takes the form of a ‘qualitative’ theoretical and historical discontinuity 
which I shall follow Bachelard in calling an ‘epistemological break’. This is not the place to discuss the dialectic 
in action in the advent of this ‘break’: that is, the labour of specific theoretical transformation which installs it in 
each case, which establishes a science by detaching it from the ideology of its past and by revealing this past as 
ideological. Restricting myself to the essential point as far as our analysis is concerned, I shall take up a position 
beyond the ‘break’ within the constituted science, and use the following nomenclature: I shall call theory any 
theoretical practice of a scientific character. I shall call ‘theory’ (in inverted commas) the determinate theoretical 
system of a real science (its basic concepts in their more or less contradictory unity at a given time): for example, 
the theory of universal attraction, wave mechanics, etc, ... or again, the ‘theory’ of historical materialism. In its 
‘theory’ any determinate science reflects within the complex unity of its concepts (a unity which, I should add, is 
more or less problematic) the results, which will henceforth be the conditions and means, of its own theoretical 
practice. I shall call Theory (with a capital T), general theory, that is, the Theory of practice in general, itself 
elaborated on the basis of the Theory of existing theoretical practices (of the sciences), which transforms into 
‘knowledges’ (scientific truths) the ideological product of existing ‘empirical’ practices (the concrete activity of 
men). This Theory is the materialist dialectic which is none other than dialectical materialism. These definitions 
are necessary for us to be able to give an answer to this question: what is the use of a theoretical expression of a 
solution which already exists in the practical state? – an answer with a theoretical basis.  

When Lenin said ‘without theory, no revolutionary action’, he meant one particular theory, the theory of 
the Marxist science of the development of social formations (historical materialism). The proposition is to be 
found in What is to be Done?, where Lenin examined the organizational methods and objectives of the Russian 
Social-Democratic Party in 1902. At that time he was struggling against an opportunist policy that tagged along 
behind the ‘spontaneity’ of the masses; his aim was to transform it into a revolutionary practice based on ‘theory’, 
that is, on the (Marxist) science of the development of the social formation concerned (Russian society at that 
time). But in expressing this thesis, Lenin was doing more than he said: by reminding Marxist political practice of 
the necessity for the ‘theory’ which is its basis, he was in fact expressing a thesis of relevance to Theory, that is, 
to the Theory of practice in general – the materialist dialectic. So theory is important to practice in a double sense: 
for ‘theory’ is important to its own practice, directly. But the relation of a ‘theory’ to its practice, in so far as it is 
at issue, on condition that it is reflected and expressed, is also relevant to the general Theory (the dialectic) in 
which is theoretically expressed the essence of theoretical practice in general, through it the essence of practice in 
general, and through it the essence of the transformations, of the ‘development’ of things in general.  

To return to our original problem: we find that the theoretical expression of a practical solution involves 
Theory, that is, the dialectic. The exact theoretical expression of the dialectic is relevant first of all to those 
practices in which the Marxist dialectic is active; for these practices (Marxist ‘theory’ and politics) need the 
concept of their practice (of the dialectic) in their development, if they are not to find themselves defenceless in 
the face of qualitatively new forms of this development (new situations, new ‘problems’) – or to lapse, or relapse, 
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into the various forms of opportunism, theoretical or practical. These ‘surprises’ and deviations, attributable in the 
last resort to ‘ideological errors’, that is, to a theoretical deficiency, are always costly, and may be very costly.  

But Theory is also essential for the transformation of domains in which a Marxist theoretical practice does 
not yet really exist. In most of these domains the question has not yet been ‘settled’ as it has in Capital. The 
Marxist theoretical practice of epistemology, of the history of science, of the history of ideology, of the history of 
philosophy, of the history of art, has yet in large part to be constituted. Not that there are not Marxists who are 
working in these domains and have acquired much real experience there, but they do not have behind them the 
equivalent of Capital or of the revolutionary practice of a century of Marxists. Their practice is largely in front of 
them, it still has to be developed, or even founded, that is, it has to be set on correct theoretical bases so that it 
corresponds to a real object, not to a presumed or ideological object, and so that it is a truly theoretical practice, 
not a technical practice. It is for this purpose that they need Theory, that is, the materialist dialectic, as the sole 
method that can anticipate their theoretical practice by drawing up its formal conditions. In this case, the 
utilization of Theory is not a matter of applying its formulae (the formulae of the dialectic, of materialism) to a 
pre-existing content. Lenin himself criticized Engels and Plekhanov for having applied the dialectic externally to 
‘examples’ from the natural sciences.[6] The external application of a concept is never equivalent to a theoretical 
practice. The application changes nothing in the externally derived truth but its name, a re-baptism incapable of 
producing any real transformation of the truths that receive it. The application of the ‘laws’ of the dialectic to such 
and such a result of physics, for example, makes not one iota of difference to the structure or development of the 
theoretical practice of physics; worse, it may turn into an ideological fetter.  

However, and this is a thesis essential to Marxism, it is not enough to reject the dogmatism of the 
application of the forms of the dialectic in favour of the spontaneity of existing theoretical practices, for we know 
that there is no pure theoretical practice, no perfectly transparent science which throughout its history as a science 
will always be preserved, by I know not what Grace, from the threats and taints of idealism, that is, of the 
ideologies which besiege it; we know that a ‘pure’ science only exists on condition that it continually frees itself 
from the ideology which occupies it, haunts it, or lies in wait for it. The inevitable price of this purification and 
liberation is a continuous struggle against ideology itself, that is, against idealism, a struggle whose reasons and 
aims can be clarified by Theory (dialectical materialism) and guided by it as by no other method in the world. 
What, then, should we say for the spontaneity of those triumphant avant-garde disciplines devoted to precise 
pragmatic interests; which are not strictly sciences but claim to be since they use methods which are ‘scientific’ 
(but defined independently of the specificity of their presumed objects); which think, like every true science, that 
they have an object, when they are merely dealing with a certain given reality that is anyway disputed and torn 
between several competing ‘sciences’: a certain domain of phenomena not yet constituted into scientific facts and 
therefore not unified; disciplines which in their present form cannot constitute true theoretical practices because 
most often they only have the unity of a technical practice (examples: social psychology, and sociology and 
psychology in many of their branches)?[7]  

The only Theory able to raise, if not to pose, the essential question of the status of these disciplines, to 
criticize ideology in all its guises, including the disguises of technical practice as sciences, is the Theory of 
theoretical practice (as distinct from ideological practice): the materialist dialectic or dialectical materialism, the 
conception of the Marxist dialectic in its specificity. For we are all agreed that where a really existing science has 
to be defended against an encroaching ideology, where what is truly science’s and what is ideology’s has to be 
discerned without a really scientific element being taken by chance for ideology, as occasionally happens, or, as 
often happens, an ideological element being taken for a scientific element ... , where (and this is very important 
politically) the claims of the ruling technical practices have to be criticized and the true theoretical practices that 
socialism, communism and our age will need more and more established, where these tasks which all demand the 
intervention of the Marxist dialectic are concerned, it is very obvious that there can be no question of making do 
with a formulation of Theory, that is, of the materialist dialectic, which has the disadvantage of being inexact, in 
fact of being very inexact, as inexact as the Hegelian dialectic. Of course, even this imprecision may correspond 
to a certain degree of reality and as such be endowed with a certain practical meaning, serving as a reference 
point or index (as Lenin says, ‘The same is true of Engels. But it is “in the interests of popularization,”’ 
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Philosophical Notebooks, p. 359), not only in education, but also in struggle. But if a practice is to be able to 
make use of imprecise formulations, it is absolutely essential that this practice should at least be ‘true’, that on 
occasion it should be able to do without the expression of Theory and recognize itself globally in an imprecise 
Theory. But if a practice does not really exist, if it must be constituted, then imprecision becomes an obstacle in 
itself. Those Marxist investigators working in avant-garde domains such as the theory of ideologies (law, ethics, 
religion, art, philosophy), the theory of the history of the sciences and of their ideological prehistory, 
epistemology (theory of the theoretical practice of mathematics and other natural sciences), etc... . , these risky but 
existing avant-garde domains; those who pose themselves difficult problems even in the domain of Marxist 
theoretical practice (the domain of history); not to speak of those other revolutionary ‘investigators’ who are 
confronted by political difficulties in radically new forms (Africa, Latin America, the transition to communism, 
etc.); if all these investigators had only the Hegelian dialectic instead of the Marxist dialectic, even if the former 
were purged of Hegel’s ideological system, even if it were declared to have been ‘inverted’ (if this inversion 
amounts to applying the Hegelian dialectic to the real instead of to the Idea), they would certainly not get very far 
in its company! So, whether we are dealing with a confrontation with something new in the domain of a real 
practice, or with the foundation of a real practice we all need the materialist dialectic as such.  
 
Notes: 
3. Settled: this is the very word Marx used in the Preface to the Contribution (1858) when, reviewing his past and evoking his 
meeting with Engels in Brussels, spring 1845 and the drafting of The German Ideology he speaks of settling accounts 
(Abrechnung) with ‘our erstwhile philosophical conscience’. The Afterword to the second edition of Capital openly records 
this settlement, which, in good accounting style, includes the acknowledgement of a debt: the acknowledgement of the 
‘rational side’ of the Hegelian dialectic. 
4. Of course, this is not the first time this problem has been posed! It is at the moment the object of important works by 
Marxist investigators in the U.S.S.R and, to my knowledge, in Rumania, Hungary and Democratic Germany, as well as in 
Italy, where it has inspired historical and theoretical studies of great scientific interest (Della Volpe, Rossi, Colletti, Merker, 
etc.).  
5. G. Mury quite correctly says: ‘... it would hardly be reasonable to suppose that he [L. A.] should have introduced ... a new 
concept to express a truth known since Marx and Engels’ (op. cit.).  
6. V. I. Lenin, ‘Philosophical Notebooks’ (Collected Works, Vol. XXXVIII), p 266: ‘Hegel’s Logic cannot be applied in its 
given form, it cannot be taken as given. One must separate out from it the logical (epistemological) nuances, after purifying 
them from Ideenmystik: that is still a big job.’ 
Ibid., p. 359: ‘The correctness of this aspect of the content of dialectics (the “identity of opposites,” L. A.) 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 of popularisation...”) and not as a law of cognition (and as a law of the objective 
world).’ (Lenin’s emphasis.)  
7. Theoretical practice produces knowledges which can then figure as means that will serve the ends of a technical practice. 
Any technical practice is defined by its ends: such and such effects to be produced in such and such an object in such and 
such a situation. The means depend on the ends. Any theoretical practice uses among other means knowledges which 
intervene as procedures: either knowledges borrowed from outside, from existing sciences, or ‘knowledges’ produced by the 
technical practice itself in pursuance of its ends. In every case, the relation between technique and knowledge is an external, 
unreflected relation, radically different from the internal, reflected relation between a science and its knowledges. It is this 
exteriority which justifies Lenin’s thesis of the necessity to import Marxist theory into the spontaneous political practice of 
the working class. Left to itself, a spontaneous (technical) practice produces only the ‘theory’ it needs as a means to produce 
the ends assigned to it: this ‘theory’ is never more than the reflection of this end, uncriticized, unknown, in its means of 
realization, that is, it is a by-product of the reflection of the technical practice’s end on its means. A ‘theory’ which does not 
question the end whose by-product it is remains a prisoner of this end and of the ‘realities’ which have imposed it as an end. 
Examples of this are many of the branches of psychology and sociology, and of Economics, of Politics, of Art, etc... . This 
point is crucial if we are to identify the most dangerous ideological menace: the creation and success of so-called theories 
which have nothing to do with real theory but are mere by-products of technical activity. A belief in the ‘spontaneous’ 
theoretical virtue of technique lies at the root of this ideology, the ideology constituting the essence of Technocratic Thought.  
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Althusser, For Marx, “On the Materialist Dialectic, 182-193. 
The Process of Theoretical Practice 

‘The concrete totality as a totality of thought, as a thought concretum, is in fact a product of thought and 
conception; but in no sense a product of the concept thinking and engendering itself outside or over 
intuitions or conceptions, but on the contrary, a product of the elaboration of intuitions and conceptions 
into concepts.’  

- Karl Marx; Introduction to the Critique of Political Economy, 1859.  
Mao Tse-tung begins with contradiction in its ‘universality’, but his only serious discussion centres around the 
contradiction in the practice of the class struggle, by virtue of another ‘universal’ principle, the principle that the 
universal only exists in the particular, a principle which Mao reflects, vis-à-vis contradiction, in the following 
universal form: contradiction is always specific and specificity universally appertains to its essence. We may be 
tempted to smile at this preliminary ‘labour’ of the universal, which seems to need a supplement of universality if 
it is to give birth to specificity, and to regard this ‘labour’ as the labour of the Hegelian ‘negativity’. But a real 
understanding of materialism reveals that this ‘labour’ is not a labour of the universal, but a labour on a pre-
existing universal, a labour whose aim and achievement is precisely to refuse this universal the abstractions or the 
temptations of ‘philosophy’ (ideology), and to bring it back to its condition by force; to the condition of a 
scientifically specified universality. If the universal has to be this specificity, we have no right to invoke a 
universal which is not the universal of this specificity.  

This point is essential to dialectical materialism, and Marx discusses an illustration of it in the 
Introduction when he demonstrates that although the use of general concepts – for example, ‘production’, 
‘labour’, ‘exchange’, etc. – is indispensable to a scientific theoretical practice, this first generality does not 
coincide with the product of the scientific labour: it is not its achievement, it is its prior condition. This first 
generality (which I shall call Generality I) constitutes the raw material that the science’s theoretical practice will 
transform into specified ‘concepts’, that is, into that other ‘concrete’ generality (which I shall call Generality III) 
which is a knowledge. But what, then, is Generality I, that is, the raw material on which the labour of science is 
expended? Contrary to the ideological illusions – illusions which are not ‘naïve’, not mere ‘aberrations’, but 
necessary and well-founded as ideologies – of empiricism or sensualism, a science never works on an existence 
whose essence is pure immediacy and singularity (’sensations’ or ‘individuals’). It always works on something 
‘general’, even if this has the form of a ‘fact’. At its moment of constitution, as for physics with Galileo and for 
the science of the evolution of social formations (historical materialism) with Marx, a science always works on 
existing concepts, ‘Vorstellungen’, that is, a preliminary Generality I of an ideological nature. It does not ‘work’ 
on a purely objective ‘given’, that of pure and absolute ‘facts’. On the contrary, its particular labour consists of 
elaborating its own scientific facts through a critique of the ideological ‘facts’ elaborated by an earlier ideological 
theoretical practice. To elaborate its own specific ‘facts’ is simultaneously to elaborate its own ‘theory’, since a 
scientific fact – and not the self-styled pure phenomenon – can only be identified in the field of a theoretical 
practice. In the development of an already constituted science, the latter works on a raw material (Generality I) 
constituted either of still ideological concepts, or of scientific ‘facts’, or of already scientifically elaborated 
concepts which belong nevertheless to an earlier phase of the science (an ex-Generality III). So it is by 
transforming this Generality I into a Generality III (knowledge) that the science works and produces.  

But who or what is it that works? What should we understand by the expression: the science works? As 
we have seen, every transformation (every practice) presupposes the transformation of a raw material into 
products by setting in motion determinate means of production. What is the moment, the level or the instance 
which corresponds to the means of production, in the theoretical practice of science? If we abstract from men in 
these means of production for the time being, it is what I shall call the Generality II, constituted by the corpus of 
concepts whose more or less contradictory unity constitutes the ‘theory’ of the science at the (historical) moment 
under consideration,[21] the ‘theory’ that defines the field in which all the problems of the science must 
necessarily be posed (that is, where the ‘difficulties’ met by the science in its object, in the confrontation of its 
‘facts’ and its ‘theory’, of its previous ‘knowledges’ and its ‘theory’, or of its ‘theory’ and its new knowledges, 
will be posed in the form of a problem by and in this field). We must rest content with these schematic gestures 
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and not enter into the dialectic of this theoretical labour. They will suffice for an understanding of the fact that 
theoretical practice produces Generalities III by the work of Generality II on Generality I.  

So they will suffice for an understanding of the two following important propositions:  
(1) There is never an identity of essence between Generality I and Generality III, but always a real 
transformation, either by the transformation of an ideological generality into a scientific generality (a 
mutation which is reflected in the form Bachelard, for example, calls an ‘epistemological break’); or by 
the production of a new scientific generality which rejects the old one even as it ‘englobes’ it, that is, 
defines its ‘relativity’ and the (subordinate) limits of its validity.  
(2) The work whereby Generality I becomes Generality III, that is – abstracting from the essential 
differences that distinguish Generality I and Generality III – whereby the ‘abstract’ becomes the 
‘concrete’, only involves the process of theoretical practice, that is, it all takes place ‘within knowledge’.  

Marx is expressing this second proposition when he declares that ‘the correct scientific method’ is to start with the 
abstract to produce the concrete in thought.[22] We must grasp the precise meaning of this thesis if we are not to 
slide into the ideological illusions with which these very words are only too often associated, that is, if we are not 
to believe that the abstract designates theory itself (science) while the concrete designates the real, the ‘concrete’ 
realities, knowledge of which is produced by theoretical practice; if we are to confuse two different concretes: the 
concrete-in-thought which is a knowledge, and the concrete-reality which is its object. The process that produces 
the concrete-knowledge takes place wholly in the theoretical practice: of course, it does concern the concrete-real, 
but this concrete-real ‘survives in its independence after as before, outside thought’ (Marx), without it ever being 
possible to confuse it with that other ‘concrete’ which is the knowledge of it. That the concrete-in-thought 
(Generality III) under consideration is the knowledge of its object (the concrete-real) is only a ‘difficulty’ for the 
ideology which transforms this reality into a so-called ‘problem’ (the Problem of Knowledge), and which 
therefore thinks as problematic what has been produced precisely as a non-problematic solution to a real problem 
by scientific practice itself: the non-problematicity of the relation between an object and the knowledge of it. So it 
is essential that we do not confuse the real distinction between the abstract (Generality and the concrete 
(Generality III) which affects theoretical practice only, with another, ideological, distinction which opposes 
abstraction (which constitutes the essence of thought, science and theory) to the concrete (which constitutes the 
essence of the real).  

This is precisely Feuerbach’s confusion; a confusion shared by Marx in his Feuerbachian period: not only 
does it provide ammunition for a mass-produced ideology popular today, but it also threatens to lead astray those 
taken in by the ‘transparency’ of its often considerable virtues as a protest, into hopeless theoretical blind-alleys. 
The critique which, in the last instance, counterposes the abstraction it attributes to theory and to science and the 
concrete it regards as the real itself, remains an ideological critique, since it denies the reality of scientific 
practice, the validity of its abstractions and ultimately the reality of that theoretical ‘concrete’ which is a 
knowledge. Hoping to be ‘concrete’ and hoping for the ‘concrete’, this conception hopes to be ‘true’ qua 
conception, so it hopes to be knowledge, but it starts by denying the reality of precisely the practice that produces 
knowledge! It remains in the very ideology that it claims to ‘invert’, that is, not in abstraction in general, but in a 
determinate ideological abstraction.[23]  

It was absolutely necessary to come this far if we were to recognize that even within the process of 
knowledge, the ‘abstract’ generality with which the process starts and the ‘concrete’ generality it finishes with, 
Generality I and Generality III respectively, are not in essence the same generality, and, in consequence, the 
‘appearance’ of the Hegelian conception of the autogenesis of the concept, of the ‘dialectical’ movement whereby 
the abstract universal produces itself as concrete, depends on a confusion of the kinds of ‘abstraction’ or 
‘generality’ in action in theoretical practice. Thus, when Hegel, as Marx puts it,[24]

(1) First, he takes the labour of production of scientific knowledge for ‘the genetic process of the concrete 
(the real) itself’. But Hegel could not fall into this ‘illusion’ without opening himself: to a second confusion.  

 conceives’ the real as the result 
of self-synthesizing, self-deepening and self-moving thought’ he is the victim of a double confusion:  

(2) He takes the universal concept that figures at the beginning of the process of knowledge (for example, 
the concept of universality itself, the concept of ‘Being’ in the Logic) for the essence and motor of the process, for 
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‘the self-engendering concept’,[25] he takes the Generality I which theoretical practice is to transform into a 
knowledge (Generality III) for the essence and motor of the transformation process itself! Legitimately borrowing 
an analogy from another practice,[26]

Hegel denies this reality of theoretical practice, this concrete dialectic of theoretical practice, that is, the 
qualitative discontinuity that intervenes or appears between the different generalities (I, II and III) even in the 
continuity of the production process of knowledges, or rather, he does not think of it, and if he should happen to 
think of it, he makes it the phenomenon of another reality, the reality he regards as essential, but which is really 
ideological through and through: the movement of the Idea. He projects this movement on to the reality of 
scientific labour, ultimately conceiving the unity of the process from the abstract to the concrete as the auto-
genesis of the concept, that is, as a simple development via the very forms of alienation of the original in-itself in 
the emergence of its end-result, an end-result which is no more than its beginning. That is why Hegel fails to see 
the real, qualitative differences and transformations, the essential discontinuities which constitute the very process 
of theoretical practice. He imposes an ideological model on them, the model of the development of a simple 
interiority. That is to say, Hegel decrees that the ideological generality he imposes on them shall be the sole 
constitutive essence of the three types of generality – I, II and III – in action in theoretical practice.  

 we might just as well claim that it is the fuel that by its dialectical auto-
development produces the steam-engine, the factories and all the extraordinary technical, mechanical, physical, 
chemical and electrical apparatus which makes its extraction and its innumerable transformations possible today! 
So Hegel only falls victim to this ‘illusion’ because he imposes on the reality of theoretical practice an ideological 
conception of the universal, of its function and meaning. But in the dialectic of practice, the abstract generality at 
the beginning (Generality I), that is, the generality worked on, is not the same as the generality that does the work 
(Generality II) and even less is it the specific generality (Generality III) produced by this labour: a knowledge (the 
‘concrete-theoretical’). Generality II (which works) is not at all the simple development of Generality I, its 
passage (however complex) from the in-itself to the for-itself, for Generality II is the ‘theory’ of the science under 
consideration, and as such it is the result of a whole process (the history of the science from its foundation), which 
is a process of real transformations in the strongest sense of the word, that is, a process whose form is not the 
form of a simple development (according to the Hegelian model – the development of the in-itself into the for-
itself), but of mutations and reconstructions that induce real qualitative discontinuities. So when Generality II 
works on Generality I it is never working on itself, neither at the moment of the science’s foundation nor later in 
its history. That is why Generality I always emerges from this labour really transformed. It may retain the general 
‘form’ of generality, but this form tells us nothing about it, for it has become a quite different generality – it is no 
longer an ideological generality, nor one belonging to an earlier phase of the science, but in every case a 
qualitatively new specified scientific generality.  

Only now does the profound meaning of the Marxist critique of Hegel begin to appear in all its 
implications. Hegel’s basic flaw is not just a matter of the ‘speculative’ illusion. This speculative illusion had 
already been denounced by Feuerbach and it consists of the identification of thought and being, of the process of 
thought and the process of being, of the concrete ‘in thought’ and the ‘real’ concrete This is the speculative sin 
par excellence: the sin of abstraction which inverts the order of things and puts the process of the auto-genesis of 
the concept (the abstract) in the place of the process of the auto-genesis of the concrete (the real). Marx explains 
this to us quite clearly in The Holy Family [27]

No, strictly speaking, it is not all right. We cannot accept the ideological confusions which are implicit in 
this ‘inversion’ and which allow us to talk about it in the first place. There is no rigour in the inversion in 
question, unless we presuppose a basic ideological confusion, the confusion Marx had to reject when he really 

 where we see, in Hegelian speculative philosophy, the abstraction 
‘Fruit’ produce the apple, the pear and the almond by its own movement of auto-determinant auto-genesis... . 
Feuerbach gave what was if possible an even better exposition and criticism of it in his admirable 1839 analysis of 
the Hegelian ‘concrete universal’. Thus, there is a bad use of abstraction (the speculative and idealist use) which 
reveals to us the contrasting good use of abstraction (the materialist use). We understand, it is all quite clear and 
straightforward! And we prepare to put things straight, that is, to put abstraction in its right place by a liberating 
‘inversion’ – for, of course, it is not the (general) concept of fruit which produces (concrete) fruits by auto-
development, but, on the contrary, (concrete) fruits which produce the (abstract) concept of fruit. Is that all right?  
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renounced Feuerbach and stopped invoking his vocabulary, when he had consciously abandoned the empiricist 
ideology which had allowed him to maintain that a scientific concept is produced exactly as the general concept of 
fruit ‘should be’ produced, by an abstraction acting on concrete fruits. When Marx says in the Introduction that 
any process of scientific knowledge begins from the abstract, from a generality, and not from the real concrete, he 
demonstrates the fact that he has actually broken with ideology and with the mere denunciation of speculative 
abstraction, that is, with its presuppositions. When Marx declares that the raw material of a science always exists 
in the form of a given generality (Generality I), in this thesis with the simplicity of a fact he is putting before us a 
new model which no longer has any relation to the empiricist model of the production of a concept by good 
abstraction, starting from real fruits and disengaging their essence by ‘abstracting from their individuality’. This is 
now clear as far as the scientific labour is concerned; its starting-point is not ‘concrete subjects’ but Generalities I. 
But is this also true of this Generality I? Surely the latter is a preliminary stage of knowledge produced precisely 
by the good abstraction that Hegelian speculation merely uses in a bad way? Unfortunately, this thesis cannot be 
an organic part of dialectical materialism, but only of an empiricist and sensualist ideology. This is the thesis 
Marx rejects when he condemns Feuerbach for conceiving ‘sensuousness ... only in the form of the object’, that is, 
only in the form of an intuition without practice. Generality I, for example, the concept of ‘fruit’, is not the 
product of an ‘operation of abstraction’ performed by a ‘subject’ (consciousness, or even that mythological 
subject ‘practice’) – but the result of a complex process of elaboration which involves several distinct concrete 
practices on different levels, empirical, technical and ideological. (To return to our rudimentary example, the 
concept of fruit is itself the product of distinct practices, dietary, agricultural or even magical, religious and 
ideological practices – in its origins.) So as long as knowledge has not broken with ideology, every Generality I 
will be deeply impregnated by ideology, which is one of the basic practices essential to the existence of the social 
whole. The act of abstraction whereby the pure essence is extracted from concrete individuals is an ideological 
myth. In essence, Generality I is inadequate to the essence of the objects from which abstraction should extract it. 
It is this inadequacy that theoretical practice reveals and removes by the transformation of Generality I into 
Generality III. So Generality I itself is a rejection of the model from empiricist ideology presupposed by the 
‘inversion’.  

To sum up: if we recognize that scientific practice starts with the abstract and produces a (concrete) 
knowledge, we must also recognize that Generality I, the raw material of theoretical practice, is qualitatively 
different from Generality II, which transforms it into ‘concrete-in-thought’, that is, into knowledge (Generality 
III). Denial of the difference distinguishing these two types of Generality and ignorance of the priority of 
Generality II (which works) over Generality I (which is worked on), are the very bases of the Hegelian idealism 
that Marx rejected: behind the still ideological semblance of the ‘inversion’ of abstract speculation to give 
concrete reality or science, this is the decisive point in which the fate of Hegelian ideology and Marxist theory is 
decided. The fate of Marxist theory, because we all know that the deep reasons for a rupture – not the reasons we 
admit, but those that act – will decide for ever whether the deliverance we expect from it will be only the 
expectation of freedom, that is, the absence of freedom, or freedom itself.  

So that is why to maintain that the concept of ‘inversion’ is a knowledge is to endorse the ideology that 
underlies it, that is, to endorse a conception that denies even the reality of theoretical practice. The ‘settlement’ 
pointed out to us by the concept of ‘inversion’ cannot then consist merely of an inversion of the theory which 
conceives the auto-genesis of the concept as ‘the genesis of the (real) concrete’ itself, to give the opposite theory, 
the theory which conceives the auto-genesis of the real as the genesis of the concept (it is this opposition that, if it 
really had any basis, would authorize the term ‘inversion’): this settlement consists (and this is the decisive point) 
of the rejection of an ideological theory foreign to the reality of scientific practice, to substitute for it a 
qualitatively different theory which, for its part, recognizes the essence of scientific practice, distinguishes it from 
the ideology that some have wanted to impose on it, takes seriously its particular characteristics, thinks them, 
expresses them, and thinks and expresses the practical conditions even of this recognition.[28] On reaching this 
point, we can see that in the last resort there can be no question of an ‘inversion’. For a science is not obtained by 
inverting an ideology. A science is obtained on condition that the domain in which ideology believes that it is 
dealing with the real is abandoned, that is, by abandoning its ideological problematic (the organic presupposition 

263



of its basic concepts, and with this system, the majority of these concepts as well) and going on to establish the 
activity of the new theory ‘in another element’,[29] in the field of a new, scientific, problematic. I use these terms 
quite seriously, and, as a simple test, I defy anyone ever to produce an example of a true science which was 
constituted by inverting the problematic of an ideology, that is, on the basis of the very problematic of the 
ideology.[30]

 

 I only set one condition on this challenge: all words must be used in their strict sense, not 
metaphorically.  

Notes: 
21. This Generality II, designated by the concept of ‘theory’, obviously deserves a much more serious examination than I can 
embark on here. Let us simply say that the unity I am calling ‘theory’ rarely exists in a science in the reflected form of a 
unified theoretical system. In the experimental sciences at least, besides concepts in their purely theoretical existence, it 
includes the whole field of technique, in which the theoretical concepts are in large part invested. The explicitly theoretical 
part proper is very rarely unified in a non-contradictory form. Usually it is made up of regions locally unified in regional 
theories that coexist in a complex and contradictory whole with a theoretically unreflected unity. This is the extremely 
complex and contradictory unity which is in action, in each case according to a specific mode, in the labour of theoretical 
production of each science. For example, in the experimental sciences, this is what constitutes the ‘phenomena’ into ‘facts’, 
this is what poses an existing difficulty in the form of problem, and ‘resolves’ this problem by locating the theoretico-
technical dispositions which make up the real corpus of what an idealist tradition calls ‘hypotheses’, etc. etc.  
22. Cf. Marx, Introduction: ‘It would appear to be correct to start with the real and concrete... . However, a closer look 
reveals that this is false... . The latter (the method of those economic systems which move from general notions to concrete 
ones) is decidedly the correct scientific method. The concrete is concrete because it is the synthesis of many determinations, 
and therefore a unity of diversity. That is why it appears in thought as a process of synthesis, as a result, not as a point of 
departure ... (in scientific method) abstract determinations lead to the reproduction of the concrete via the path of thought ... 
the method which consists of rising from the abstract to the concrete is merely the way thought appropriates the concrete and 
reproduces it as a concrete in thought’ (Marx-Engels, Werke, Berlin, Vol. XIII, pp. 631-2).  
23. Feuerbach himself is an example. That is why his ‘declarations of materialism’ should be handled with great care. I have 
already drawn attention to this point (cf. La Pensée, March-April 1961, p. 8), in an article on the Young Marx in which I even 
used certain notions that remained ideological, notions that would fall under the ban of this present criticism. For example, 
the concept of a ‘retreat’ which acted as a reply to Hegel’s ‘supersession’ and was intended to illustrate Marx’s effort to get 
out of ideology to free himself from myth and make contact with the original which Hegel had deformed – even used 
polemically, this concept of a ‘retreat’, by suggesting a return to the ‘real’, to the ‘concrete’ anterior to ideology, came within 
a handsbreadth of ‘positivism’. Or again, the polemical refutation of even the possibility of a history of philosophy. The 
authority for this thesis came from a quotation from The German Ideology which does declare that philosophy (like religion, 
art, etc.) has no history. There also I was on the edge of positivism, only a step from reducing all ideology (and therefore 
philosophy) to a simple (temporary) phenomenon of a social formation (as The German Ideology is constantly tempted to 
do).  
24. Marx, Introduction (Werke, XIII, p 632). 
25. Ibid. 
26. This comparison is well-founded: these two distinct practices have in common the general essence of practice.  
27. The Holy Family was written in 1844. The same theme recurs in The German Ideology (1845) and The Poverty of 
Philosophy (1847).  
28. This work of rupture was the result of one man’s theoretical practice; that man was Karl Marx. This is not the place to 
return to a question I merely outlined in my article On the Young Marx. I should have to show why it is that Marx’s 
theoretical practice, itself also a labour of transformation, should necessarily have taken on in theory the preponderant form 
of a rupture, of an epistemological break. 
 
Althusser, For Marx, “Marxism and Humanism” (1963), 227-31. 

III 
In 1845, Marx broke radically with every theory that based history and politics on an essence of man. This unique 
rupture contained three indissociable elements.  

(1) The formation of a theory of history and politics based on radically new concepts: the concepts of 
social formation, productive forces, relations of production, superstructure, ideologies, determination in 
the last instance by the economy, specific determination of the other levels, etc.  
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(2) A radical critique of the theoretical pretensions of every philosophical humanism.  
(3) The definition of humanism as an ideology.  

This new conception is completely rigorous as well, but it is a new rigour: the essence criticized (2) is defined as 
an ideology (3), a category belonging to the new theory of society and history (1). This rupture with every 
philosophical anthropology or humanism is no secondary detail; it is Marx’s scientific discovery. It means that 
Marx rejected the problematic of the earlier philosophy and adopted a new problematic in one and the same act. 
The earlier idealist (‘bourgeois’) philosophy depended in all its domains and arguments (its ‘theory of 
knowledge’, its conception of history, its political economy, its ethics, its aesthetics, etc.) on a problematic of 
human nature (or the essence of man). For centuries, this problematic had been transparency itself, and no one 
had thought of questioning it even in its internal modifications. This problematic was neither vague nor loose; on 
the contrary, it was constituted by a coherent system of precise concepts tightly articulated together. When Marx 
confronted it, it implied the two complementary postulates he defined in the Sixth Thesis on Feuerbach:  

(1) that there is a universal essence of man;  
(2) that this essence is the attribute of ‘each single individual’ who is its real subject.  

These two postulates are complementary and indissociable. But their existence and their unity presuppose a whole 
empiricist-idealist world outlook. If the essence of man is to be a universal attribute, it is essential that concrete 
subjects exist as absolute givens; this implies an empiricism of the subject. If these empirical individuals are to be 
men, it is essential that each carries in himself the whole human essence, if not in fact, at least in principle; this 
implies an idealism of the essence. So empiricism of the subject implies idealism of the essence and vice versa. 
This relation can be inverted into its ‘opposite’ – empiricism of the concept/idealism of the subject. But the 
inversion respects the basic structure of the problematic, which remains fixed.  

In this type-structure it is possible to recognize not only the principle of theories of society (from Hobbes 
to Rousseau), of political economy (from Petty to Ricardo), of ethics (from Descartes to Kant), but also the very 
principle of the (pre-Marxist) idealist and materialist ‘theory of knowledge’ (from Locke to Feuerbach, via Kant). 
The content of the human essence or of the empirical subjects may vary (as can be seen from Descartes to 
Feuerbach); the subject may change from empiricism to idealism (as can be seen from Locke to Kant): the terms 
presented and their relations only vary within the invariant type-structure which constitutes this very problematic: 
an empiricism of the subject always corresponds to an idealism of the essence (or an empiricism of the essence to 
an idealism of the subject).  

By rejecting the essence of man as his theoretical basis, Marx rejected the whole of this organic system of 
postulates. He drove the philosophical categories of the subject, of empiricism, of the ideal essence, etc., from all 
the domains in which they had been supreme. Not only from political economy (rejection of the myth of homo 
economicus, that is, of the individual with definite faculties and needs as the subject of the classical economy); 
not just from history (rejection of social atomism and ethico-political idealism); not just from ethics (rejection of 
the Kantian ethical idea); but also from philosophy itself: for Marx’s materialism excludes the empiricism of the 
subject (and its inverse: the transcendental subject) and the idealism of the concept (and its inverse: the 
empiricism of the concept).  

This total theoretical revolution was only empowered to reject the old concepts because it replaced them 
by new concepts. In fact Marx established a new problematic, a new systematic way of asking questions of the 
world, new principles and a new method. This discovery is immediately contained in the theory of historical 
materialism, in which Marx did not only propose a new theory of the history of societies, but at the same time 
implicitly, but necessarily, a new ‘philosophy’, infinite in its implications. Thus, when Marx replaced the old 
couple individuals/human essence in the theory of history by new concepts (forces of production, relations of 
production, etc.), he was, in fact, simultaneously proposing a new conception of ‘philosophy’. He replaced the old 
postulates (empiricism/idealism of the subject, empiricism/idealism of the essence) which were the basis not only 
for idealism but also for pre-Marxist materialism, by a historico-dialectical materialism of praxis: that is, by a 
theory of the different specific levels of human practice (economic practice, political practice, ideological 
practice, scientific practice) in their characteristic articulations, based on the specific articulations of the unity of 
human society. In a word, Marx substituted for the ‘ideological’ and universal concept of Feuerbachian ‘practice’ 

265



a concrete conception of the specific differences that enables us to situate each particular practice in the specific 
differences of the social structure.  

So, to understand what was radically new in Marx’s contribution, we must become aware not only of the 
novelty of the concepts of historical materialism, but also of the depth of the theoretical revolution they imply and 
inaugurate. On this condition it is possible to define humanism’s status, and reject its theoretical pretensions 
while recognizing its practical function as an ideology. Strictly in respect to theory, therefore, one can and must 
speak openly of Marx’s theoretical anti-humanism, and see in this theoretical anti-humanism the absolute 
(negative) precondition of the (positive) knowledge of the human world itself, and of its practical transformation. 
It is impossible to know anything about men except on the absolute precondition that the philosophical 
(theoretical) myth of man is reduced to ashes. So any thought that appeals to Marx for any kind of restoration of a 
theoretical anthropology or humanism is no more than ashes, theoretically. But in practice it could pile up a 
monument of pre-Marxist ideology that would weigh down on real history and threaten to lead it into blind alleys.  

For the corollary of theoretical Marxist anti-humanism is the recognition and knowledge of humanism 
itself: as an ideology. Marx never fell into the idealist illusion of believing that the knowledge of an object might 
ultimately replace the object or dissipate its existence. Cartesians, knowing that the sun was two thousand leagues 
away, were astonished that this distance only looked like two hundred paces: they could not even find enough of 
God to fill in this gap. Marx never believed that a knowledge of the nature of money (a social relation) could 
destroy its appearance, its form of existence – a thing, for this appearance was its very being, as necessary as the 
existing mode of production.[7] Marx never believed that an ideology might be dissipated by a knowledge of it: for 
the knowledge of this ideology, as the knowledge of its conditions of possibility, of its structure, of its specific 
logic and of its practical role, within a given society, is simultaneously knowledge of the conditions of its 
necessity. So Marx’s theoretical anti-humanism does not suppress anything in the historical existence of 
humanism. In the real world philosophies of man are found after Marx as often as before, and today even some 
Marxists are tempted to develop the themes of a new theoretical humanism. Furthermore, Marx’s theoretical anti-
humanism, by relating it to its conditions of existence, recognizes a necessity for humanism as an ideology, a 
conditional necessity. The recognition of this necessity is not purely speculative. On it alone can Marxism base a 
policy in relation to the existing ideological forms, of every kind: religion, ethics, art, philosophy, law – and in the 
very front rank, humanism. When (eventually) a Marxist policy of humanist ideology, that is, a political attitude 
to humanism, is achieved – a policy which may be either a rejection or a critique, or a use, or a support, or a 
development, or a humanist renewal of contemporary forms of ideology in the ethico-political domain – this 
policy will only have been possible on the absolute condition that it is based on Marxist philosophy, and a 
precondition for this is theoretical anti-humanism.  
 
Notes: 
7. The whole, fashionable, theory of ‘reification’ depends on a projection of the theory of alienation found in the early texts, 
particularly the 1844 Manuscripts, on to the theory of ‘fetishism’ in Capital. In the 1844 Manuscripts, the objectification of 
the human essence is claimed as the indispensable preliminary to the reappropriation of the human essence by man. 
Throughout the process of objectification, man only exists in the form of an objectivity in which he meets his own essence in 
the appearance of a foreign, non-human, essence. This ‘objectification’ is not called ‘reification’ even though it is called 
inhuman. Inhumanity is not represented par excellence by the model of a ‘thing’: but sometimes by the model of animality 
(or even of pre-animality – the man who no longer even has simple animal relations with nature), sometimes by the model of 
the omnipotence and fascination of transcendence (God, the State) and of money, which is, of course, a ‘thing’. In Capital the 
only social relation that is presented in the form of a thing (this piece of metal) is money. But the conception of money as a 
thing (that is, the confusion of value with use-value in money) does not correspond to the reality of this ‘thing’: it is not the 
brutality of a simple ‘thing’ that man is faced with when he is in direct relation with money; it is a power (or a lack of it) over 
things and men. An ideology of reification that sees ‘things’ everywhere in human relations confuses in this category ‘thing’ 
(a category more foreign to Marx cannot be imagined) every social relation, conceived according to the model of a money-
thing ideology. 
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G. W. F. Hegel, Phenomenology of Mind: 141-2. 

The essential fact, however, to be borne in mind throughout the whole inquiry is that both these 
moments, notion and object, “being for another” and “being in itself”, themselves fall within that 
knowledge which we are examining. Consequently we do not require to bring standards with us, nor to 
apply our fancies and thoughts in the inquire; and just by our leaving these aside we are enabled to treat 
and discuss the subject as it actually is in itself and for itself, as it is in its complete reality.  

But not only in this respect, that notion and object, the criterion and what is to be tested, are 
ready to hand in consciousness itself, is any addition of ours superfluous, but we are also spared the 
trouble of comparing these two and of making an examination in the strict sense of the term; so that in 
this respect, too, since consciousness tests and examines itself, all we are left to do is simply and solely 
to look on. For consciousness is, on the one hand, consciousness of the object, on the other, 
consciousness of itself; consciousness of what to it is true, and consciousness of its knowledge of that 
truth. Since both are for the same consciousness, it is itself their comparison; it is the same 
consciousness that decides and knows whether its knowledge of the object corresponds with this object 
or not. The object, it is true, appears only to be in such wise for consciousness as consciousness knows 
it. Consciousness does not seem able to get, so to say, behind it as it is, not for consciousness, but in 
itself, and consequently seems also unable to test knowledge by it. But just because consciousness has, 
in general, knowledge of an object, there is already present the distinction that the inherent nature, what 
the object is in itself, is one thing to consciousness, while knowledge, or the being of the object for 
consciousness, is another moment. Upon this distinction, which is present as a fact, the examination 
turns. Should both, when thus compared, not correspond, consciousness seems bound to alter its 
knowledge, in order to make it fit the object. But in the alteration of the knowledge, the object itself 
also, in point of fact, is altered; for the knowledge which existed was essentially a knowledge of the 
object; with change in the knowledge, the object also becomes different, since it belonged essentially to 
this knowledge. Hence consciousness comes to find that what formerly to it was the essence is not what 
is per se, or what was per se was only per se for consciousness. 

This dialectic process which consciousness executes on itself — on its knowledge as well as on 
its object — in the sense that out of it the new and true object arises, is precisely, what is termed 
Experience.  

Since, then, in the case of its object 
consciousness finds its knowledge not corresponding with this object, the object likewise fails to hold 
out; or the standard for examining is altered when that, whose criterion this standard was to be, does not 
hold its ground in the course of the examination; and the examination is not only an examination of 
knowledge, but also of the criterion used in the process.  
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Antonio Gramsci, Prison Notebooks, (351-357), “What is Man?” 
This is the primary and principal question that philosophy asks. How is it to be answered? The definition 

can be found in man himself, that is, in each individual man. But is it correct? In every individual man one can 
discover what every "individual man" is. But we are not interested in what every individual man is, which then 
comes to mean what every individual man is at every individual moment. Reflecting on it, we can see that in 
putting the question "what is man?" what we mean is: what can man become? That is, can man dominate his own 
destiny, can he "make himself," can he create his own life? We maintain therefore that man is a process, and, 
more exactly, the process of his actions. If you think about it, the question itself "what is man?" is not an abstract 
or "objective" question. It is born of our reflection about ourselves and about others, and we want to know, in 
relation to what we have thought and seen, what we are and what we can become; whether we really are, and if so 
to what extent, "makers of our own selves," of our life and of our destiny. And we want to know this "today," in 
the given conditions of today, the conditions of our daily life, not of any life or any man.  

The question is born and receives its content from special, that is, specific ways of considering life and 
man. The most important of these is religion, and a specific religion, which is Catholicism. In reality, when we 
ask ourselves "what is man?," what importance do his will and his concrete activity have in creating himself and 
the life he lives? what we mean is: is Catholicism a correct conception of the world and of life? As Catholics, 
making Catholicism a norm of life, are we making a mistake or are we right? Everyone has a vague intuitive 
feeling that when they make Catholicism a norm of life they arc making a mistake, to such an extent that nobody 
attaches himself to Catholicism as a norm of life, even when calling himself a Catholic. An integral Catholic, one, 
that is, who applied the Catholic norms in every act of his life, would seem a monster. Which, when you come to 
think about it, is the severest and most peremptory criticism of Catholicism itself.  

Catholics would say that no other conception is followed punctiliously either, and they would be right. 
But all this shows is that there does not exist, historically, a way of seeing things and of acting which is equal for 
all men, no more no less. It is not a reason in favour of Catholicism, although for centuries the Catholic way of 
seeing things and of acting has been organised around this very end, which has not been the case with any other 
religion possessed of the same means, of the same systematic spirit, of the same continuity and centralisation. 
From the "philosophical" point of view, what is unsatisfactory in Catholicism is the fact that, in spite of 
everything, it insists on putting the cause of evil in the individual man himself, or in other words that it conceives 
of man as a defined and limited individual. It could be said of all hitherto existing philosophies that they 
reproduce this position of Catholicism, that they conceive of man as an individual limited to his own individuality 
and of the spirit as being this individuality. It is on this point that it is necessary to reform the concept of man. I 
mean that one must conceive of man as a series of active relationships (a process) in which individuality, though 
perhaps the most important, is not, however, the only element to be taken into account. The humanity which is 
reflected in each individuality is composed of various elements: 1. the individual; 2. other men; 3- the natural 
world. But the latter two elements are not as simple as they might appear. The individual does not enter into 
relations with other men by juxtaposition, but organically, in as much, that is, as he belongs to organic entities 
which range from the simplest to the most complex. Thus Man does not enter into relations with the natural world 
just by being himself part of the natural world, but actively, by means of work and technique. Further: these 
relations are not mechanical. They arc active and conscious. They correspond to the greater or lesser degree of 
understanding that each man has of them. So one could say that each one of us changes himself, modifies himself 
to the extent that he changes and modifies the complex relations of which he is the hub. In this sense the real 
philosopher is, and cannot be other than, the politician, the active man who modifies the environment, 
understanding by environment the ensemble of relations which each of us enters to take part in. If one's own 
individuality is the ensemble of these relations,[37] to create one's personality means to acquire consciousness of 
them and to modify one's own personality means to modify the ensemble of these relations.  

But these relations, as we have said, are not simple. Some are necessary, others are voluntary. Further, to 
be conscious of them, to whatever degree of profundity (that is, to know, in varying degrees, how to modify them) 
already modifies them. Even the necessary relations, in so far as they arc known to be necessary, take on a 
different aspect and importance. In this sense, knowledge is power. But the problem is complex in another way as 
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well. It is not enough to know the ensemble of relations as they exist at any given time as a given system. They 
must be known genetically, in the movement of their formation. For each individual is the synthesis not only of 
existing relations, but of the history of these relations. He is a precis of all the past. It will be said that what each 
individual can change is very little, considering his strength. This is true up to a point. But when the individual 
can associate himself with all the other individuals who want the same changes, and if the changes wanted are 
rational, the individual can be multiplied an impressive number of times and can obtain a change which is far 
more radical than at first sight ever seemed possible.  

The "societies" in which a single individual can take part are very numerous, more than would appear. It 
is through these "societies" that the individual belongs to the human race. Thus the ways in which the single 
individual enters into relation with nature are many and complex, since by technique one should understand not 
only the ensemble of scientific ideas applied industrially (which is the normal meaning of the word) but also the 
"mental" instruments, philosophical knowledge.  

That man cannot be conceived other than as living in society is a commonplace.[38] But not all the 
necessary consequences have been drawn from this, even on an individual level. That a specific human society 
presupposes a specific "society of things," and that human society is possible only in so far as there exists a 
specific society of things, is also a commonplace. It is true that up to now the significance attributed to these 
supra-individual organisms (both the societas hominum and the societas rerum)[39] has been mechanistic and 
determinist: hence the reaction against it. It is necessary to elaborate a doctrine in which these relations are seen as 
active and in movement, establishing quite clearly that the source of this activity is the consciousness of the 
individual man who knows, wishes, admires, creates (in so far as he does know, wish, admire, create, etc.) and 
conceives of himself not as isolated but rich in the possibilities offered him by other men and by the society of 
things of which he cannot help having a certain knowledge. just as every man is a philosopher, every man is a 
man of science (etc.). Taken in itself, Feuerbach's assertion "Man is what he eats" can be interpreted in various 
ways. Crude and stupid interpretation: man is at any time what he eats materially, i.e. food has an immediate and 
determining influence on the way of thinking. Recall Amadeo [Bordiga]'s remark to the effect that if one knew 
what a man had eaten before making a speech, for example, one would be in a better position to interpret the 
speech itself. A childish remark, and not even in conformity with positive scientific data, because the brain is not 
nourished on beans and truffles but rather the food manages to reconstitute the molecules of the brain once it has 
been turned into homogeneous and assimilable substances, which have potentially the "same nature," as the 
molecules of the brain. If this assertion were true, then the determining matrix of history would be the kitchen and 
revolutions would coincide with radical changes in the diet of the masses. Historically the contrary is true. It is 
revolutions and the complex development of history which have modified diet and created the successive "tastes" 
in the choice of food. It wasn't the regular solving of wheat that brought nomadism to an end, but vice versa. The 
emergence of conditions hostile to nomadism provided an impetus to regular sowing.  

On the other hand it is also true that "man is what he eats," in so far as diet is one of the expressions of 
social relations taken as a whole, and every social group has its own basic form of diet. But one might equally 
well say that "man is his clothing," "man is his housing" or "man is his particular way of reproducing himself, that 
is, his family." For, together with diet, housing, clothing and reproduction are among the elements of social life in 
which social relations as a whole are manifested in the most evident and widespread (i.e. mass) fashion.  

The problem of what is man is always therefore the so-called problem of "human nature" or that of so-
called "man in general." It is thus an attempt to create a science of man (a philosophy) which starts from an 
initially "unitary"[42] concept, from an abstraction in which everything that is "human" can be contained. But is 
the "human" a starting-point or a point of arrival, as a concept and as a unitary fact? Or might not the whole 
attempt, in so far as it posits the human as a starting-point, be a "theological" or "metaphysical" residue? 
Philosophy cannot be reduced to a naturalistic "anthropology": the nature of the human species is not given by the 
"biological" nature of man.  

The differences in man which count in history are not the biological-race, shape of the cranium, colour of 
skin, etc. (For it is to these that the affirmation "man is what he eats" can be reduced-he eats wheat in Europe, rice 
in Asia, etc.-and it could indeed be further reduced to the affirmation "man is the country where he lives," since 
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most of diet is in general connected with the land inhabited.) Nor has "biological unity" ever counted for very 
much in history: man is the animal which has eaten himself precisely when he was nearest to the "state of nature" 
and when he could not artificially multiply the production of natural goods. Nor yet have the "faculty of reason" 
or " the mind" created unity, and they cannot be recognised as a "unitary" fact as they represent a purely formal 
and categorical concept.[43] It is not "thought' but what people really think that unites or differentiates mankind.  

That "human nature" is the "complex of social relations" is the most satisfactory answer, because it 
includes the idea of becoming (man "becomes," he changes continuously with the changing of social relations) 
and because it denies "man in general." Indeed social relations are expressed by various groups of men which 
each presuppose the others and whose unity is dialectical, not formal. Man is aristocratic in so far as man is a serf, 
etc.[45] One could also say that the nature of man is "history" (and, in this sense, given history as equal to spirit, 
that the nature of man is spirit if one gives to history precisely this significance of "becoming" which takes place 
in a "Concordia discors" [discordant concord] which does not start from unity, but contains in itself the reasons 
for a possible unity. For this reason "human nature" cannot be located in any particular man but in the entire 
history of the human species (and the fact that we use the word "species," which is a naturalistic word, 'is itself 
significant)[46] while in each single individual there are to be found characteristics which are put in relief by 
being in contradiction with the characteristics of others. Both the conception of "spirit" found in traditional 
philosophy and that of "human nature" found in biology should be explained as "scientific utopias" which took 
the place of the greater utopia of a human nature to be sought for in God (and in men as sons of God) and they 
serve to indicate the continual travail of history, an aspiration of a rational and sentimental kind, etc. It is also true 
that both the religions which affirm the quality of man as the sons of God and the philosophies which affirm the 
equality of man as participants in the faculty of reason have been expressions of complex revolutionary 
movements (respectively the transformation of the classical world and the transformation of the medieval world) 
which laid the most powerful links of the chain of historical development.  

The idea that the Hegelian dialectic has been the last reflection of these great historical nexuses, and that 
the dialectic, from being the expression of social contradictions, should become, with the disappearance of these 
contradictions, a pure conceptual dialectic, would appear to be at the root of those recent philosophies, like that of 
Croce, which have a utopistic basis.  

In history real "equality," that is the degree of "spirituality" reached by the historical process of "human 
nature" is to be identified in the system of "private and public" "explicit and implicit" associations whose threads 
are knotted together in the "State" and in the world political system. We are dealing here with "equalities" 
experienced as such between the members of an association, and "inequalities" experienced between one 
association and another. These are equalities and inequalities which are valid in so far as people, individually or 
as a group, are conscious of them. In this way we arrive also at the equality of, or equation between, "philosophy 
and politics," thought and action, that is, at a philosophy of praxis. Everything is political, even philosophy or 
philosophies (cf. the notes on the character of ideologies) and the only "philosophy" is history in action, that is, 
life itself. It is in this sense that one can interpret the thesis of the German proletariat as the heir of classical 
German philosophy-and one can affirm that the theorisation and realisation of hegemony carried out by Ilyich 
[Lenin] was also a great "metaphysical" event.  
 
Notes: 
37. Cf. the sixth of Marx’s Theses on Feuerbach: “The human essence is no abstraction inherent in each single individual. In 
its reality it is the ensemble of social relations…” 
38. This notion derives from Aristotle’s “Man is a political animal,” taken up in scholastic philosophy and again in the 
Renaissance, and perhaps more deeply engrained in Italian philosophical culture than in that of any other country.  
39. The society of men and the society of things: i.e. the human and natural worlds. 
42. “unitary”: in the sense of establishing a concrete principle of unity. 
43. “categorical”: i.e. non-historical and non-dialectical. 
45. servo della gleba. The concept here is that of the unity of opposites. Aristocracy by definition presupposes the existence 
of another class, the serfs, in relation to which it acquires its particular defining characteristics. 
46. Naturalistic in the sense of derived from natural history. 
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PART VIII: THE PHILOSOPHY OF MAO TSE-TUNG 

 
Questions: 

1. List everything that is inadequate or wrong in On Practice. Be ruthless, and as complete as possible. 
2. How useful are Mao's concepts of "principal contradiction" and "principal aspect of a contradiction" to an 

understanding of Lenin's "Elements of Dialectics"? 
3. Is Martin Glaberman correct to conclude that Mao's contributions have nothing to do with philosophy? 
4. Where do correct ideas come from? 

 
Mao, On Practice (July, 1937) 

On the Relation Between Knowledge and Practice, Between Knowing and Doing 
[There used to be a number of comrades in our Party who were dogmatists and who for a long period rejected the 
experience of the Chinese revolution, denying the truth that "Marxism is not a dogma but a guide to action" and 
overawing people with words and phrases from Marxist works, torn out of context. There were also a number of 
comrades who were empiricists and who for a long period restricted themselves to their own fragmentary 
experience and did not understand the importance of theory for revolutionary practice or see the revolution as a 
whole, but worked blindly though industriously. The erroneous ideas of these two types of comrades, and 
particularly of the dogmatists, caused enormous losses to the Chinese revolution during 1931-34, and yet the 
dogmatists cloaking themselves as Marxists, confused a great many comrades. "On Practice" was written in order 
to expose the subjectivist errors of dogmatism and empiricism in the Party, and especially the error of dogmatism, 
from the standpoint of the Marxist theory of knowledge. It was entitled "On Practice" because its stress was on 
exposing the dogmatist kind of subjectivism, which belittles practice. The ideas contained in this essay were 
presented by Comrade Mao Tse-tung in a lecture at the Anti-Japanese Military and Political College in Yenan.]  

 
Before Marx, materialism examined the problem of knowledge apart from the social nature of man and 

apart from his historical development, and was therefore incapable of understanding the dependence of 
knowledge on social practice, that is, the dependence of knowledge on production and the class struggle.  

Above all, Marxists regard man's activity in production as the most fundamental practical activity, the 
determinant of all his other activities. Man's knowledge depends mainly on his activity in material production, 
through which he comes gradually to understand the phenomena, the properties and the laws of nature, and the 
relations between himself and nature; and through his activity in production he also gradually comes to 
understand, in varying degrees, certain relations that exist between man and man. None of this knowledge can be 
acquired apart from activity in production. In a classless society every person, as a member of society, joins in 
common effort with the other members, enters into definite relations of production with them and engages in 
production to meet man's material needs. In all class societies, the members of the different social classes also 
enter, in different ways, into definite relations of production and engage in production to meet their material 
needs. This is the primary source from which human knowledge develops.  

Man's social practice is not confined to activity in production, but takes many other forms--class struggle, 
political life, scientific and artistic pursuits; in short, as a social being, man participates in all spheres of the 
practical life of society. Thus man, in varying degrees, comes to know the different relations between man and 
man, not only through his material life but also through his political and cultural life (both of which are intimately 
bound up with material life). Of these other types of social practice, class struggle in particular, in all its various 
forms, exerts a profound influence on the development of man's knowledge. In class society everyone lives as a 
member of a particular class, and every kind of thinking, without exception, is stamped with the brand of a class.  

Marxists hold that in human society activity in production develops step by step from a lower to a higher 
level and that consequently man's knowledge, whether of nature or of society, also develops step by step from a 
lower to a higher level, that is, from the shallower to the deeper, from the one-sided to the many-sided. For a very 
long period in history, men were necessarily confined to a one-sided understanding of the history of society 
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because, for one thing, the bias of the exploiting classes always distorted history and, for another, the small scale 
of production limited man's outlook. It was not until the modern proletariat emerged along with immense forces 
of production (large-scale industry) that man was able to acquire a comprehensive, historical understanding of the 
development of society and turn this knowledge into a science, the science of Marxism.  

Marxists hold that man's social practice alone is the criterion of the truth of his knowledge of the external 
world. What actually happens is that man's knowledge is verified only when he achieves the anticipated results in 
the process of social practice (material production, class struggle or scientific experiment). If a man wants to 
succeed in his work, that is, to achieve the anticipated results, he must bring his ideas into correspondence with 
the laws of the objective external world; if they do not correspond, he will fail in his practice. After he fails, he 
draws his lessons, corrects his ideas to make them correspond to the laws of the external world, and can thus turn 
failure into success; this is what is meant by "failure is the mother of success" and "a fall into the pit, a gain in 
your wit". The dialectical-materialist theory of knowledge places practice in the primary position, holding that 
human knowledge can in no way be separated from practice and repudiating all the erroneous theories which deny 
the importance of practice or separate knowledge from practice. Thus Lenin said, "Practice is higher than 
(theoretical) knowledge, for it has not only the dignity of universality, but also of immediate actuality." [1] The 
Marxist philosophy of dialectical materialism has two outstanding characteristics. One is its class nature: it openly 
avows that dialectical materialism is in the service of the proletariat. The other is its practicality: it emphasizes the 
dependence of theory on practice, emphasizes that theory is based on practice and in turn serves practice. The 
truth of any knowledge or theory is determined not by subjective feelings, but by objective results in social 
practice. Only social practice can be the criterion of truth. The standpoint of practice is the primary and basic 
standpoint in the dialectical materialist theory of knowledge. [2]  

But how then does human knowledge arise from practice and in turn serve practice? This will become 
clear if we look at the process of development of knowledge.  

In the process of practice, man at first sees only the phenomenal side, the separate aspects, the external 
relations of things. For instance, some people from outside come to Yenan on a tour of observation. In the first 
day or two, they see its topography, streets and houses; they meet many people, attend banquets, evening parties 
and mass meetings, hear talk of various kinds and read various documents, all these being the phenomena, the 
separate aspects and the external relations of things. This is called the perceptual stage of cognition, namely, the 
stage of sense perceptions and impressions. That is, these particular things in Yenan act on the sense organs of the 
members of the observation group, evoke sense perceptions and give rise in their brains to many impressions 
together with a rough sketch of the external relations among these impressions: this is the first stage of cognition. 
At this stage, man cannot as yet form concepts, which are deeper, or draw logical conclusions.  

As social practice continues, things that give rise to man's sense perceptions and impressions in the course 
of his practice are repeated many times; then a sudden change (leap) takes place in the brain in the process of 
cognition, and concepts are formed. Concepts are no longer the phenomena, the separate aspects and the external 
relations of things; they grasp the essence, the totality and the internal relations of things. Between concepts and 
sense perceptions there is not only a quantitative but also a qualitative difference. Proceeding further, by means of 
judgement and inference one is able to draw logical conclusions. The expression in San Kuo Yen Yi, [3] "knit the 
brows and a stratagem comes to mind", or in everyday language, "let me think it over", refers to man's use of 
concepts in the brain to form judgements and inferences. This is the second stage of cognition. When the 
members of the observation group have collected various data and, what is more, have "thought them over", they 
are able to arrive at the judgement that "the Communist Party's policy of the National United Front Against Japan 
is thorough, sincere and genuine". Having made this judgement, they can, if they too are genuine about uniting to 
save the nation, go a step further and draw the following conclusion, "The National United Front Against Japan 
can succeed." This stage of conception, judgement and inference is the more important stage in the entire process 
of knowing a thing; it is the stage of rational knowledge. The real task of knowing is, through perception, to arrive 
at thought, to arrive step by step at the comprehension of the internal contradictions of objective things, of their 
laws and of the internal relations between one process and another, that is, to arrive at logical knowledge. To 
repeat, logical knowledge differs from perceptual knowledge in that perceptual knowledge pertains to the separate 
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aspects, the phenomena and the external relations of things, whereas logical knowledge takes a big stride forward 
to reach the totality, the essence and the internal relations of things and discloses the inner contradictions in the 
surrounding world. Therefore, logical knowledge is capable of grasping the development of the surrounding 
world in its totality, in the internal relations of all its aspects.  

This dialectical-materialist theory of the process of development of knowledge, basing itself on practice 
and proceeding from the shallower to the deeper, was never worked out by anybody before the rise of Marxism. 
Marxist materialism solved this problem correctly for the first time, pointing out both materialistically and 
dialectically the deepening movement of cognition, the movement by which man in society progresses from 
perceptual knowledge to logical knowledge in his complex, constantly recurring practice of production and class 
struggle. Lenin said, "The abstraction of matter, of a law of nature, the abstraction of value, etc., in short, all 
scientific (correct, serious, not absurd) abstractions reflect nature more deeply, truly and completely." [4] 
Marxism-Leninism holds that each of the two stages in the process of cognition has its own characteristics, with 
knowledge manifesting itself as perceptual at the lower stage and logical at the higher stage, but that both are 
stages in an integrated process of cognition. The perceptual and the rational are qualitatively different, but are not 
divorced from each other; they are unified on the basis of practice. Our practice proves that what is perceived 
cannot at once be comprehended and that only what is comprehended can be more deeply perceived. Perception 
only solves the problem of phenomena; theory alone can solve the problem of essence. The solving of both these 
problems is not separable in the slightest degree from practice. Whoever wants to know a thing has no way of 
doing so except by coming into contact with it, that is, by living (practicing) in its environment. In feudal society 
it was impossible to know the laws of capitalist society in advance because capitalism had not yet emerged, the 
relevant practice was lacking. Marxism could be the product only of capitalist society. Marx, in the era of laissez-
faire capitalism, could not concretely know certain laws peculiar to the era of imperialism beforehand, because 
imperialism, the last stage of capitalism, had not yet emerged and the relevant practice was lacking; only Lenin 
and Stalin could undertake this task. Leaving aside their genius, the reason why Marx, Engels, Lenin and Stalin 
could work out their theories was mainly that they personally took part in the practice of the class struggle and the 
scientific experimentation of their time; lacking this condition, no genius could have succeeded. The saying, 
"without stepping outside his gate the scholar knows all the wide world's affairs", was mere empty talk in past 
times when technology was undeveloped. Even though this saying can be valid in the present age of developed 
technology, the people with real personal knowledge are those engaged in practice the wide world over. And it is 
only when these people have come to "know" through their practice and when their knowledge has reached him 
through writing and technical media that the "scholar" can indirectly "know all the wide world's affairs". If you 
want to know a certain thing or a certain class of things directly, you must personally participate in the practical 
struggle to change reality, to change that thing or class of things, for only thus can you come into contact with 
them as phenomena; only through personal participation in the practical struggle to change reality can you 
uncover the essence of that thing or class of things and comprehend them. This is the path to knowledge which 
every man actually travels, though some people, deliberately distorting matters, argue to the contrary. The most 
ridiculous person in the world is the "know all" who picks up a smattering of hearsay knowledge and proclaims 
himself "the world's Number One authority"; this merely shows that he has not taken a proper measure of himself. 
Knowledge is a matter of science, and no dishonesty or conceit whatsoever is permissible. What is required is 
definitely the reverse--honesty and modesty. If you want knowledge, you must take part in the practice of 
changing reality. If you want to know the taste of a pear, you must change the pear by eating it yourself. If you 
want to know the structure and properties of the atom, you must make physical and chemical experiments to 
change the state of the atom. If you want to know the theory and methods of revolution, you must take part in 
revolution. All genuine knowledge originates in direct experience. But one cannot have direct experience of 
everything; as a matter of fact, most of our knowledge comes from indirect experience, for example, all 
knowledge from past times and foreign lands. To our ancestors and to foreigners, such knowledge was--or is--a 
matter of direct experience, and this knowledge is reliable if in the course of their direct experience the 
requirement of "scientific abstraction", spoken of by Lenin, was--or is--fulfilled and objective reality scientifically 
reflected, otherwise it is not reliable. Hence a man's knowledge consists only of two parts, that which comes from 
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direct experience and that which comes from indirect experience. Moreover, what is indirect experience for me is 
direct experience for other people. Consequently, considered as a whole, knowledge of any kind is inseparable 
from direct experience. All knowledge originates in perception of the objective external world through man's 
physical sense organs. Anyone who denies such perception, denies direct experience, or denies personal 
participation in the practice that changes reality, is not a materialist. That is why the "know-all" is ridiculous. 
There is an old Chinese saying, "How can you catch tiger cubs without entering the tiger's lair?" This saying holds 
true for man's practice and it also holds true for the theory of knowledge. There can be no knowledge apart from 
practice.  

To make clear the dialectical-materialist movement of cognition arising on the basis of the practice which 
changes reality--to make clear the gradually deepening movement of cognition--a few additional concrete 
examples are given below.  

In its knowledge of capitalist society, the proletariat was only in the perceptual stage of cognition in the 
first period of its practice, the period of machine-smashing and spontaneous struggle; it knew only some of the 
aspects and the external relations of the phenomena of capitalism. The proletariat was then still a "class-in-itself". 
But when it reached the second period of its practice, the period of conscious and organized economic and 
political struggles, the proletariat was able to comprehend the essence of capitalist society, the relations of 
exploitation between social classes and its own historical task; and it was able to do so because of its own practice 
and because of its experience of prolonged struggle, which Marx and Engels scientifically summed up in all its 
variety to create the theory of Marxism for the education of the proletariat. It was then that the proletariat became 
a "class-for-itself".  

Similarly with the Chinese people's knowledge of imperialism. The first stage was one of superficial, 
perceptual knowledge, as shown in the indiscriminate anti-foreign struggles of the Movement of the Taiping 
Heavenly Kingdom, the Yi Ho Tuan Movement, and so on. It was only in the second stage that the Chinese 
people reached the stage of rational knowledge, saw the internal and external contradictions of imperialism and 
saw the essential truth that imperialism had allied itself with China's comprador and feudal classes to oppress and 
exploit the great masses of the Chinese people. This knowledge began about the time of the May 4th Movement 
of 1919.  

Next, let us consider war. If those who lead a war lack experience of war, then at the initial stage they will 
not understand the profound laws pertaining to the directing of a specific war (such as our Agrarian Revolutionary 
War of the past decade). At the initial stage they will merely experience a good deal of fighting and, what is more, 
suffer many defeats. But this experience (the experience of battles won and especially of battles lost) enables them 
to comprehend the inner thread of the whole war, namely, the laws of that specific war, to understand its strategy 
and tactics, and consequently to direct the war with confidence. If, at such a moment, the command is turned over 
to an inexperienced person, then he too will have to suffer a number of defeats (gain experience) before he can 
comprehend the true laws of the war.  

"I am not sure I can handle it." We often hear this remark when a comrade hesitates to accept an 
assignment. Why is he unsure of himself? Because he has no systematic understanding of the content and 
circumstances of the assignment, or because he has had little or no contact with such work, and so the laws 
governing it are beyond him. After a detailed analysis of the nature and circumstances of the assignment, he will 
feel more sure of himself and do it willingly. If he spends some time at the job and gains experience and if he is a 
person who is willing to look into matters with an open mind and not one who approaches problems subjectively, 
one-sidedly and superficially, then he can draw conclusions for himself as to how to go about the job and do it 
with much more courage. Only those who are subjective, one-sided and superficial in their approach to problems 
will smugly issue orders or directives the moment they arrive on the scene, without considering the 
circumstances, without viewing things in their totality (their history and their present state as a whole) and 
without getting to the essence of things (their nature and the internal relations between one thing and another). 
Such people are bound to trip and fall.  

Thus it can be seen that the first step in the process of cognition is contact with the objects of the external 
world; this belongs to the stage of perception. The second step is to synthesize the data of perception by arranging 
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and reconstructing them; this belongs to the stage of conception, judgement and inference. It is only when the data 
of perception are very rich (not fragmentary) and correspond to reality (are not illusory) that they can be the basis 
for forming correct concepts and theories.  

Here two important points must be emphasized. The first, which has been stated before but should be 
repeated here, is the dependence of rational knowledge upon perceptual knowledge. Anyone who thinks that 
rational knowledge need not be derived from perceptual knowledge is an idealist. In the history of philosophy 
there is the "rationalist" school that admits the reality only of reason and not of experience, believing that reason 
alone is reliable while perceptual experience is not; this school errs by turning things upside down. The rational is 
reliable precisely because it has its source in sense perceptions, other wise it would be like water without a source, 
a tree without roots, subjective, self-engendered and unreliable. As to the sequence in the process of cognition, 
perceptual experience comes first; we stress the significance of social practice in the process of cognition 
precisely because social practice alone can give rise to human knowledge and it alone can start man on the 
acquisition of perceptual experience from the objective world. For a person who shuts his eyes, stops his ears and 
totally cuts himself off from the objective world there can be no such thing as knowledge. Knowledge begins with 
experience--this is the materialism of the theory of knowledge.  

The second point is that knowledge needs to be deepened, that the perceptual stage of knowledge needs to 
be developed to the rational stage--this is the dialectics of the theory of knowledge. [5] To think that knowledge 
can stop at the lower, perceptual stage and that perceptual knowledge alone is reliable while rational knowledge is 
not, would be to repeat the historical error of "empiricism". This theory errs in failing to understand that, although 
the data of perception reflect certain realities in the objective world (I am not speaking here of idealist empiricism 
which confines experience to so-called introspection), they are merely one-sided and superficial, reflecting things 
incompletely and not reflecting their essence. Fully to reflect a thing in its totality, to reflect its essence, to reflect 
its inherent laws, it is necessary through the exercise of thought to reconstruct the rich data of sense perception, 
discarding the dross and selecting the essential, eliminating the false and retaining the true, proceeding from the 
one to the other and from the outside to the inside, in order to form a system of concepts and theories--it is 
necessary to make a leap from perceptual to rational knowledge. Such reconstructed knowledge is not more empty 
or more unreliable; on the contrary, whatever has been scientifically reconstructed in the process of cognition, on 
the basis of practice, reflects objective reality, as Lenin said, more deeply, more truly, more fully. As against this, 
vulgar "practical men" respect experience but despise theory, and therefore cannot have a comprehensive view of 
an entire objective process, lack clear direction and long-range perspective, and are complacent over occasional 
successes and glimpses of the truth. If such persons direct a revolution, they will lead it up a blind alley.  

Rational knowledge depends upon perceptual knowledge and perceptual knowledge remains to be 
developed into rational knowledge-- this is the dialectical-materialist theory of knowledge. In philosophy, neither 
"rationalism" nor "empiricism" understands the historical or the dialectical nature of knowledge, and although 
each of these schools contains one aspect of the truth (here I am referring to materialist, not to idealist, rationalism 
and empiricism), both are wrong on the theory of knowledge as a whole. The dialectical-materialist movement of 
knowledge from the perceptual to the rational holds true for a minor process of cognition (for instance, knowing a 
single thing or task) as well as for a major process of cognition (for instance, knowing a whole society or a 
revolution).  

But the movement of knowledge does not end here. If the dialectical-materialist movement of knowledge 
were to stop at rational knowledge, only half the problem would be dealt with. And as far as Marxist philosophy 
is concerned, only the less important half at that. Marxist philosophy holds that the most important problem does 
not lie in understanding the laws of the objective world and thus being able to explain it, but in applying the 
knowledge of these laws actively to change the world. From the Marxist viewpoint, theory is important, and its 
importance is fully expressed in Lenin's statement, "Without revolutionary theory there can be no revolutionary 
movement." [6] But Marxism emphasizes the importance of theory precisely and only because it can guide action. 
If we have a correct theory but merely prate about it, pigeonhole it and do not put it into practice, then that theory, 
however good, is of no significance. Knowledge begins with practice, and theoretical knowledge is acquired 
through practice and must then return to practice. The active function of knowledge manifests itself not only in 
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the active leap from perceptual to rational knowledge, but--and this is more important--it must manifest itself in 
the leap from rational knowledge to revolutionary practice. The knowledge which grasps the laws of the world, 
must be redirected to the practice of changing the world, must be applied anew in the practice of production, in 
the practice of revolutionary class struggle and revolutionary national struggle and in the practice of scientific 
experiment. This is the process of testing and developing theory, the continuation of the whole process of 
cognition. The problem of whether theory corresponds to objective reality is not, and cannot be, completely 
solved in the movement of knowledge from the perceptual to the rational, mentioned above. The only way to 
solve this problem completely is to redirect rational knowledge to social practice, apply theory to practice and see 
whether it can achieve the objectives one has in mind. Many theories of natural science are held to be true not 
only because they were so considered when natural scientists originated them, but because they have been verified 
in subsequent scientific practice. Similarly, Marxism-Leninism is held to be true not only because it was so 
considered when it was scientifically formulated by Marx, Engels, Lenin and Stalin but because it has been 
verified in the subsequent practice of revolutionary class struggle and revolutionary national struggle. Dialectical 
materialism is universally true because it is impossible for anyone to escape from its domain in his practice. The 
history of human knowledge tells us that the truth of many theories is incomplete and that this incompleteness is 
remedied through the test of practice. Many theories are erroneous and it is through the test of practice that their 
errors are corrected. That is why practice is the criterion of truth and why "the standpoint of life, of practice, 
should be first and fundamental in the theory of knowledge". [7] Stalin has well said, "Theory becomes 
purposeless if it is not connected with revolutionary practice, just as practice gropes in the dark if its path is not 
illumined by revolutionary theory." [8]  

When we get to this point, is the movement of knowledge completed? Our answer is: it is and yet it is not. 
When men in society throw themselves into the practice of changing a certain objective process (whether natural 
or social) at a certain stage of its development, they can, as a result of the reflection of the objective process in 
their brains and the exercise of their subjective activity, advance their knowledge from the perceptual to the 
rational, and create ideas, theories, plans or programmes which correspond in general to the laws of that objective 
process. They then apply these ideas, theories, plans or programmes in practice in the same objective process. 
And if they can realize the aims they have in mind, that is, if in that same process of practice they can translate, or 
on the whole translate, those previously formulated ideas, theories, plans or programmes into fact, then the 
movement of knowledge may be considered completed with regard to this particular process. In the process of 
changing nature, take for example the fulfilment of an engineering plan, the verification of a scientific hypothesis, 
the manufacture of an implement or the reaping of a crop; or in the process of changing society, take for example 
the victory of a strike, victory in a war or the fulfilment of an educational plan. All these may be considered the 
realization of aims one has in mind. But generally speaking, whether in the practice of changing nature or of 
changing society, men's original ideas, theories, plans or programmes are seldom realized without any alteration.  

This is because people engaged in changing reality are usually subject to numerous limitations; they are 
limited not only by existing scientific and technological conditions but also by the development of the objective 
process itself and the degree to which this process has become manifest (the aspects and the essence of the 
objective process have not yet been fully revealed). In such a situation, ideas, theories, plans or programmes are 
usually altered partially and sometimes even wholly, because of the discovery of unforeseen circumstances in the 
course of practice. That is to say, it does happen that the original ideas, theories, plans or programmes fail to 
correspond with reality either in whole or in part and are wholly or partially incorrect. In many instances, failures 
have to be repeated many times before errors In knowledge can be corrected and correspondence with the laws of 
the objective process achieved, and consequently before the subjective can be transformed into the objective, or in 
other words, before the anticipated results can be achieved in practice. But when that point is reached, no matter 
how, the movement of human knowledge regarding a certain objective process at a certain stage of its 
development may be considered completed.  

However, so far as the progression of the process is concerned, the movement of human knowledge is not 
completed. Every process, whether in the realm of nature or of society, progresses and develops by reason of its 
internal contradiction and struggle, and the movement of human knowledge should also progress and develop 
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along with it. As far as social movements are concerned, true revolutionary leaders must not only be good at 
correcting their ideas, theories, plans or programmes when errors are discovered, as has been indicated above; but 
when a certain objective process has already progressed and changed from one stage of development to another, 
they must also be good at making themselves and all their fellow-revolutionaries progress and change in their 
subjective knowledge along with it, that IS to say, they must ensure that the proposed new revolutionary tasks and 
new working programmes correspond to the new changes in the situation. In a revolutionary period the situation 
changes very rapidly; if the knowledge of revolutionaries does not change rapidly in accordance with the changed 
situation, they will be unable to lead the revolution to victory.  

It often happens, however, that thinking lags behind reality; this is because man's cognition is limited by 
numerous social conditions. We are opposed to die-herds in the revolutionary ranks whose thinking fails to 
advance with changing objective circumstances and has manifested itself historically as Right opportunism. These 
people fail to see that the struggle of opposites has already pushed the objective process forward while their 
knowledge has stopped at the old stage. This is characteristic of the thinking of all die-herds. Their thinking is 
divorced from social practice, and they cannot march ahead to guide the chariot of society; they simply trail 
behind, grumbling that it goes too fast and trying to drag it back or turn it in the opposite direction.  

We are also opposed to "Left" phrase-mongering. The thinking of "Leftists" outstrips a given stage of 
development of the objective process; some regard their fantasies as truth, while others strain to realize in the 
present an ideal which can only be realized in the future. They alienate themselves from the current practice of the 
majority of the people and from the realities of the day, and show themselves adventurist in their actions.  

Idealism and mechanical materialism, opportunism and adventurism, are all characterized by the breach 
between the subjective and the objective, by the separation of knowledge from practice. The Marxist-Leninist 
theory of knowledge, characterized as it is by scientific social practice, cannot but resolutely oppose these wrong 
ideologies. Marxists recognize that in the absolute and general process of development of the universe, the 
development of each particular process is relative, and that hence, in the endless flow of absolute truth, man's 
knowledge of a particular process at any given stage of development is only relative truth. The sum total of 
innumerable relative truths constitutes absolute truth. [9] The development of an objective process is full of 
contradictions and struggles, and so is the development of the movement of human knowledge. All the dialectical 
movements of the objective world can sooner or later be reflected in human knowledge. In social practice, the 
process of coming into being, developing and passing away is infinite, and so is the process of coming into being, 
developing and passing away in human knowledge. As man's practice which changes objective reality in 
accordance with given ideas, theories, plans or programmes, advances further and further, his knowledge of 
objective reality likewise becomes deeper and deeper. The movement of change in the world of objective reality is 
never-ending and so is man's cognition of truth through practice. Marxism-Leninism has in no way exhausted 
truth but ceaselessly opens up roads to the knowledge of truth in the course of practice. Our conclusion is the 
concrete, historical unity of the subjective and the objective, of theory and practice, of knowing ant doing, and we 
are opposed to all erroneous ideologies, whether "Left" or Right, which depart from concrete history.  

In the present epoch of the development of society, the responsibility of correctly knowing and changing 
the world has been placed by history upon the shoulders of the proletariat and its party. This process, the practice 
of changing the world, which is determined in accordance with scientific knowledge, has already reached a 
historic moment in the world and in China, a great moment unprecedented in human history, that is, the moment 
for completely banishing darkness from the world and from China and for changing the world into a world of 
light such as never previously existed. The struggle of the proletariat and the revolutionary people to change the 
world comprises the fulfilment of the following tasks: to change the objective world and, at the same time, their 
own subjective world--to change their cognitive ability and change the relations between the subjective and the 
objective world. Such a change has already come about in one part of the globe, in the Soviet Union. There the 
people are pushing forward this process of change. The people of China and the rest of the world either are going 
through, or will go through, such a process. And the objective world which is to be changed also includes all the 
opponents of change, who, in order to be changed, must go through a stage of compulsion before they can enter 
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the stage of voluntary, conscious change. The epoch of world communism will be reached when all mankind 
voluntarily and consciously changes itself and the world.  

Discover the truth through practice, and again through practice verify and develop the truth. Start from 
perceptual knowledge and actively develop it into rational knowledge; then start from rational knowledge and 
actively guide revolutionary practice to change both the subjective and the objective world. Practice, knowledge, 
again practice, and again knowledge. This form repeats itself in endless cycles, and with each cycle the content of 
practice and knowledge rises to a higher level. Such is the whole of the dialectical-materialist theory of 
knowledge, and such is the dialectical-materialist theory of the unity of knowing and doing.  
 
Notes: 
1. V. I. Lenin, "Conspectus of Hegel's The Science of Logic". Collected Works, Russ. ed., Moscow, 1958, Vol. XXXVIII, p. 
205.  
2. See Karl Marx, "Theses on Feuerbach". Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, Selected Works, in two volumes, Eng. ed., FLPH, 
Moscow, 1958, Vol. II, p. 403, and V. I. Lenin, Materialism and Empirio-Criticism, ring. ed., FLPH, Moscow, 1952, pp. 
136-4.  
3. San Kuo Yen Yi (Tales of the Three Kingdoms) is a famous Chinese historical nova by Lo Kuan-chung (late 14th and early 
15th century).  
4. V. I. Lenin, "Conspectus of Hegel's The Science of Logic", Collected Works, Russ. ed., Moscow, 1958, Vol. XXXVIII, p. 
161.  
5. "In order to understand, it is necessary empirically to begin understanding, study, to rise from empiricism to the universal." 
(Ibid., p. 197.)  
6. V. I. Lenin, "What Is to Be Done?", Collected Works, Eng. ed., FLPH, Moscow, 1961, Vol. V, p. 369.  
7. V. I. Lenin, Materialism and Empirio-Criticism, Eng. ed., FLPH, Moscow, p. 141.  
8. J. V. Stalin, "The Foundations of Leninism", Problems of Leninism, Eng. ed., FLPH, Moscow, 1954, p. 31.  
9. See V. I. Lenin, Materialism and Empirio-Criticism, Eng. ed., FLPH, Moscow, pp. 129-36. 
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Mao, On Contradiction (August, 1937) 
IV. THE PRINCIPAL CONTRADICTION AND THE PRINCIPAL ASPECT OF A CONTRADICTION 

There are still two points in the problem of the particularity of contradiction which must be singled out for 
analysis, namely, the principal contradiction and the principal aspect of a contradiction.  

There are many contradictions in the process of development of a complex thing, and one of them is 
necessarily the principal contradiction whose existence and development determine or influence the existence and 
development of the other contradictions.  

For instance, in capitalist society the two forces in contradiction, the proletariat and the bourgeoisie, form 
the principal contradiction. The other contradictions, such as those between the remnant feudal class and the 
bourgeoisie, between the peasant petty bourgeoisie ant the bourgeoisie, between the proletariat and the peasant 
petty bourgeoisie, between the non-monopoly capitalists and the monopoly capitalists, between bourgeois 
democracy and bourgeois fascism, among the capitalist countries and between imperialism and the colonies, are 
all determined or influenced by this principal contradiction.  

In a semi-colonial country such as China, the relationship between the principal contradiction and the 
non-principal contradictions presents a complicated picture.  

When imperialism launches a war of aggression against such a country, all its various classes, except for 
some traitors, can temporarily unite in a national war against imperialism. At such a time, the contradiction 
between imperialism and the country concerned becomes the principal contradiction, while all the contradictions 
among the various classes within the country (including what was the principal contradiction, between the feudal 
system and the great masses of the people) are temporarily relegated to a secondary and subordinate position. So 
it was in China in the Opium War of 1840, the Sino-Japanese War of 1894 and the Yi Ho Tuan War of 1900, and 
so it is now in the present Sino-Japanese War.  

But in another situation, the contradictions change position. When imperialism carries on its oppression 
not by war, but by milder means--political, economic and cultural--the ruling classes in semi-colonial countries 
capitulate to imperialism, and the two form an alliance for the joint oppression of the masses of the people. At 
such a time, the masses often resort to civil war against the alliance of imperialism and the feudal classes, while 
imperialism often employs indirect methods rather than direct action in helping the reactionaries in the semi-
colonial countries to oppress the people, and thus the internal contradictions become particularly sharp. This is 
what happened in China in the Revolutionary War of 1911, the Revolutionary War of 1924-27, and the ten years 
of Agrarian Revolutionary War after 1997. Wars among the various reactionary ruling groups in the semi-colonial 
countries, e.g., the wars among the warlords in China, fall into the same category.  

When a revolutionary civil war develops to the point of threatening the very existence of imperialism and 
its running dogs, the domestic reactionaries, imperialism often adopts other methods in order to maintain its rule; 
it either tries to split the revolutionary front from within or sends armed forces to help the domestic reactionaries 
directly. At such a time, foreign imperialism and domestic reaction stand quite openly at one pole while the 
masses of the people stand at the other pole, thus forming the principal contradiction which determines or 
influences the development of the other contradictions. The assistance given by various capitalist countries to the 
Russian reactionaries after the October Revolution is an example of armed intervention. Chiang Kai-shek's 
betrayal in 1927 is an example of splitting the revolutionary front.  

But whatever happens, there is no doubt at all that at every stage in the development of a process, there is 
only one principal contradiction which plays the leading role.  

Hence, if in any process there are a number of contradictions, one of them must be the principal 
contradiction playing the leading and decisive role, while the rest occupy a secondary and subordinate position. 
Therefore, in studying any complex process in which there are two or more contradictions, we must devote every 
effort to funding its principal contradiction. Once this principal contradiction is grasped, all problems can be 
readily solved. This is the method Marx taught us in his study of capitalist society. Likewise Lenin and Stalin 
taught us this method when they studied imperialism and the general crisis of capitalism and when they studied 
the Soviet economy. There are thousands of scholars and men of action who do not understand it, and the result is 
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that, lost in a fog, they are unable to get to the heart of a problem and naturally cannot find a way to resolve its 
contradictions.  

As we have said, one must not treat all the contradictions in a process as being equal but must distinguish 
between the principal and the secondary contradictions, and pay special attention to grasping the principal one. 
But, in any given contradiction, whether principal or secondary, should the two contradictory aspects be treated as 
equal? Again, no. In any contradiction the development of the contradictory aspects is uneven. Sometimes they 
seem to be in equilibrium, which is however only temporary and relative, while unevenness is basic. Of the two 
contradictory aspects, one must be principal and the other secondary. The principal aspect is the one playing the 
leading role in the contradiction. The nature of a thing is determined mainly by the principal aspect of a 
contradiction, the aspect which has gained the dominant position.  
But this situation is not static; the principal and the non-principal aspects of a contradiction transform themselves 
into each other and the nature of the thing changes accordingly. In a given process or at a given stage in the 
development of a contradiction, A is the principal aspect and B is the non-principal aspect; at another stage or in 
another process the roles are reversed--a change determined by the extent of the increase or decrease in the force 
of each aspect in its struggle against the other in the course of the development of a thing.  

We often speak of "the new superseding the old". The supersession of the old by the new is a general, 
eternal and inviolable law of the universe. The transformation of one thing into another, through leaps of different 
forms in accordance with its essence and external conditions--this is the process of the new superseding the old. In 
each thing there is contradiction between its new and its old aspects, and this gives rise to a series of struggles 
with many twists and turns. As a result of these struggles, the new aspect changes from being minor to being 
major and rises to predominance, while the old aspect changes from being major to being minor and gradually 
dies out. And the moment the new aspect gains dominance over the old, the old thing changes qualitatively into a 
new thing. It can thus be seen that the nature of a thing is mainly determined by the principal aspect of the 
contradiction, the aspect which has gained predominance. When the principal aspect which has gained 
predominance changes, the nature of a thing changes accordingly.  

In capitalist society, capitalism has changed its position from being a subordinate force in the old feudal 
era to being the dominant force, and the nature of society has accordingly changed from feudal to capitalist. In the 
new, capitalist era, the feudal forces changed from their former dominant position to a subordinate one, gradually 
dying out. Such was the case, for example, in Britain and France. With the development of the productive forces, 
the bourgeoisie changes from being a new class playing a progressive role to being an old class playing a 
reactionary role, until it is finally overthrown by the proletariat and becomes a class deprived of privately owned 
means of production and stripped of power, when it, too, gradually dies out. The proletariat, which is much more 
numerous than the bourgeoisie and grows simultaneously with it but under its rule, is a new force which, initially 
subordinate to the bourgeoisie, gradually gains strength, becomes an independent class playing the leading role in 
history, and finally seizes political power and becomes the ruling class. Thereupon the nature of society changes 
and the old capitalist society becomes the new socialist society. This is the path already taken by the Soviet 
Union, a path that all other countries will inevitably take.  

Look at China, for instance. Imperialism occupies the principal position in the contradiction in which 
China has been reduced to a semi-colony, it oppresses the Chinese people, and China has been changed from an 
independent country into a semi-colonial one. But this state of affairs will inevitably change; in the struggle 
between the two sides, the power of the Chinese people which is growing under the leadership of the proletariat 
will inevitably change China from a semi-colony into an independent country, whereas imperialism will be 
overthrown and old China will inevitably change into New China.  

The change of old China into New China also involves a change in the relation between the old feudal 
forces and the new popular forces within the country. The old feudal landlord class will be overthrown, and from 
being the ruler it will change into being the ruled; and this class, too, will gradually die out. From being the ruled 
the people, led by the proletariat, will become the rulers. Thereupon, the nature of Chinese society will change 
and the old, semi-colonial and semi-feudal society will change into a new democratic society.  
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Instances of such reciprocal transformation are found in our past experience. The Ching Dynasty which 
ruled China for nearly three hundred years was overthrown in the Revolution of 1911, and the revolutionary Tung 
Meng Hui under Sun Yat-sen's leadership was victorious for a time. In the Revolutionary War of 1924-27, the 
revolutionary forces of the Communist-Kuomintang alliance in the south changed from being weak to being 
strong and won victory in the Northern Expedition, while the Northern warlords who once ruled the roost were 
overthrown. In 1927, the people's forces led by the Communist Party were greatly reduced numerically under the 
attacks of Kuomintang reaction, but with the elimination of opportunism within their ranks they gradually grew 
again. In the revolutionary base areas under Communist leadership, the peasants have been transformed from 
being the ruled to being the rulers, while the landlords have undergone a reverse transformation. It is always so in 
the world, the new displacing the old, the old being superseded by the new, the old being eliminated to make way 
for the new, and the new emerging out of the old.  

At certain times in the revolutionary struggle, the difficulties outweigh the favourable conditions and so 
constitute the principal aspect of the contradiction and the favourable conditions constitute the secondary aspect. 
But through their efforts the revolutionaries can overcome the difficulties step by step and open up a favourable 
new situation; thus a difficult situation yields place to a favourable one. This- is what happened after the failure of 
the revolution in China in 1927 and during the Long March of the Chinese Red Army. In the present Sino-
Japanese War, China is again in a difficult position, but we can change this and fundamentally transform the 
situation as between China and Japan. Conversely, favourable conditions can be transformed into difficulty if the 
revolutionaries make mistakes. Thus the victory of the revolution of 1924-27 turned into defeat. The revolutionary 
base areas which grew up in the southern provinces after 1927 had all suffered defeat by 1934.  

When we engage in study, the same holds good for the contradiction in the passage from ignorance to 
knowledge. At the very beginning of our study of Marxism, our ignorance of or scanty acquaintance with 
Marxism stands in contradiction to knowledge of Marxism. But by assiduous study, ignorance can be transformed 
into knowledge, scanty knowledge into substantial knowledge, and blindness in the application of Marxism into 
mastery of its application.  

Some people think that this is not true of certain contradictions. For instance, in the contradiction between 
the productive forces and the relations of production, the productive forces are the principal aspect; in the 
contradiction between theory and practice, practice is the principal aspect; in the contradiction between the 
economic base and the superstructure, the economic base is the principal aspect; and there is no change in their 
respective positions. This is the mechanical materialist conception, not the dialectical materialist conception. 
True, the productive forces, practice and the economic base generally play the principal and decisive role; 
whoever denies this is not a materialist. But it must also be admitted that in certain conditions, such aspects as the 
relations of production, theory and the superstructure in turn manifest themselves in the principal and decisive 
role. When it is impossible for the productive forces to develop without a change in the relations of production, 
then the change in the relations of production plays the principal and decisive role. The creation and advocacy of 
revolutionary theory plays the principal and decisive role in those times of which Lenin said, "Without 
revolutionary theory there can be no revolutionary movement." When a task, no maker which, has to be 
performed, but there is as yet no guiding line, method, plan or policy, the principal and decisive thing is to decide 
on a guiding line, method, plan or policy. When the superstructure (politics, culture, etc.) obstructs the 
development of the economic base, political and cultural changes become principal and decisive. Are we going 
against materialism when we say this? No. The reason is that while we recognize that in the general development 
of history the material determines the mental and social being determines social consciousness, we also--and 
indeed must--recognize the reaction of mental on material things, of social consciousness on social being and of 
the superstructure on the economic base. This does not go against materialism; on the contrary, it avoids 
mechanical materialism and firmly upholds dialectical materialism.  

In studying the particularity of contradiction, unless we examine these two facets--the principal and the 
non-principal contradictions in a process, and the principal and the non-principal aspects of a contradiction--that 
is, unless we examine the distinctive character of these two facets of contradiction, we shall get bogged down in 
abstractions, be unable to understand contradiction concretely and consequently be unable to find the correct 
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method of resolving it. The distinctive character or particularity of these two facets of contradiction represents the 
unevenness of the forces that are in contradiction. Nothing in this world develops absolutely evenly; we must 
oppose the theory of even development or the theory of equilibrium. Moreover, it is these concrete features of a 
contradiction and the changes in the principal and non-principal aspects of a contradiction in the course of its 
development that manifest the force of the new superseding the old. The study of the various states of unevenness 
in contradictions, of the principal and non-principal contradictions and of the principal and the non-principal 
aspects of a contradiction constitutes an essential method by which a revolutionary political party correctly 
determines its strategic and tactical policies both in political and in military affairs. All Communists must give it 
attention.  
 
Mao, Where Do Correct Ideas Come From? (May, 1963) 

Where do correct ideas come from? Do they drop from the skies? No. Are they innate in the mind? No. 
They come from social practice, and from it alone; they come from three kinds of social practice, the struggle for 
production, the class struggle and scientific experiment. It is man’s social being that determines his thinking. 
Once the correct ideas characteristic of the advanced class are grasped by the masses, these ideas turn into a 
material force which changes society and changes the world. In their social practice, men engage in various kinds 
of struggle and gain rich experience, both from their successes and from their failures. Countless phenomena of 
the objective external world are reflected in a man’s brain through his five sense organs  —  the organs of sight, 
hearing, smell, taste and touch. At first, knowledge is perceptual. The leap to conceptual knowledge, i.e., to ideas, 
occurs when sufficient perceptual knowledge is accumulated. This is one process in cognition. It is the first stage 
in the whole process of cognition, the stage leading from objective matter to subjective consciousness from 
existence to ideas. Whether or not one’s consciousness or ideas (including theories, policies, plans or measures) 
do correctly reflect the laws of the objective external world is not yet proved at this stage, in which it is not yet 
possible to ascertain whether they are correct or not. Then comes the second stage in the process of cognition, the 
stage leading from consciousness back to matter, from ideas back to existence, in which the knowledge gained in 
the first stage is applied in social practice to ascertain whether the theories, policies, plans or measures meet with 
the anticipated success. Generally speaking, those that succeed are correct and those that fail are incorrect, and 
this is especially true of man’s struggle with nature. In social struggle, the forces representing the advanced class 
sometimes suffer defeat not because their ideas are incorrect ! but because, in the balance of forces engaged in 
struggle, they are not as powerful for the time being as the forces of reaction; they are therefore temporarily 
defeated, but they are bound to triumph sooner or later. Man’s knowledge makes another leap through the test of 
practice. This leap is more important than the previous one. For it is this leap alone that can prove the correctness 
or incorrectness of the first leap in cognition, i.e., of the ideas, theories, policies, plans or measures formulated in 
the course of reflecting the objective external world. There is no other way of testing truth. Furthermore, the one 
and only purpose of the proletariat in knowing the world is to change it. Often, correct knowledge can be arrived 
at only after many repetitions of the process leading from matter to consciousness and then back to matter, that is, 
leading from practice to knowledge and then back to practice. Such is the Marxist theory of knowledge, the 
dialectical materialist theory of knowledge. Among our comrades there are many who do not yet understand this 
theory of knowledge. When asked the sources of their ideas, opinions, policies, methods, plans and conclusions, 
eloquent speeches and long articles they consider the questions strange and cannot answer it. Nor do they 
comprehend that matter, can be transformed into consciousness and consciousness into matter, although such 
leaps are phenomena of everyday life. It is therefore necessary to educate our comrades in the dialectical 
materialist theory of knowledge, so that they can orientate their thinking correctly, become good at investigation 
and study and at summing up experience, overcome difficulties, commit fewer mistakes, do their work better, and 
struggle hard so as to build China into a great and powerful socialist country and help the broad masses of the 
oppressed and exploited throughout the world in fulfillment of our great internationalist duty. 
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Martin Glaberman, “Mao as a Dialectician” (1968) 
MAO TSE-TUNG'S reputation as a philosopher, as a materialist dialectician, stems primarily from his 

essays, "On Practice," "On Contradiction," and, in part, from "On the Correct Handling of Contradiction Among 
the People." This is an output, depending on the edition, of little over 100 pages and it would not ordinarily entitle 
its author to serious consideration as a philosopher. The case of Mao, however, is not an ordinary one. His 
importance as a political figure and his impact on history are unquestioned. The question of the nature of his 
philosophy, therefore, assumes a significance that cannot be dismissed on the basis of purely scholarly criteria. 

To evaluate Mao as a dialectician poses certain problems. The first is the matter of the quality of his 
work. It would be fairly simple to make out a case for the view that Mao as a philosopher is crude and trivial. It is 
difficult to take seriously the suggestion of Prof. George Thomson that "Mao's treatment of contradiction is 
subtler and more profound" than Stalin's.[1] One would suspect that the comment was made with tongue in cheek, 
a kind of damning with faint praise, if the content of the article did not indicate that Thomson was quite serious. 
More accurate is the judgment of Arthur A. Cohen, in connection with a particular point of Mao's, that "This is 
crude dialectics. It is below the level of Marx, Engels and Lenin. It resembles Stalin's clumsy thinking and 
style."[2] The difficulty with this line of reasoning, however, is that it tempts one to dismiss Mao's philosophy as, 
on the whole, a crude, popularized paraphrase of Marx and Lenin. Mao's philosophizing becomes the self-
indulgence of an all-powerful leader, plucking laurels for himself in fields in which he does not belong. "Mao's 
description of qualitative change," says Cohen, "seems to be the extent of his originality as a Marxist dialectical 
materialist."[3] The crudeness, however, conceals a complete departure from, and rejection of, dialectical 
materialism. These need to be examined in their own right. The specific philosophical views of Mao Tse-tung are 
of much greater significance than his technical qualifications as philosopher. 

One further point needs to be noted. This discussion is limited to Mao as a dialectician and it is not 
intended that judgments about Mao's philosophical views or abilities be automatically transferred to other fields of 
theory or practice. Mao's practical abilities as a revolutionary leader are widely recognized. Apart from practical 
ability and success, I believe that Mao Tse-tung has made significant and original contributions to political theory. 
His theories of guerilla warfare and his development of a theory of national revolution based on the peasantry and 
on a peasant army are two examples of this. But these have to be discussed in their own right and in another 
context, although an analysis of Mao as a dialectician may contribute to that discussion ultimately. One of the 
purposes of this paper is to show that the relation between Mao's philosophical views and his political views 
cannot automatically be brought together under the heading of dialectical. 

The second question is what standard of dialectical materialism is there to use as a basis for judging 
Mao's writings? The most literal answer is that there is none. I believe, however, that a reasonable standard can be 
deduced that can be fruitfully used. Lenin once noted that "It is impossible completely to understand Marx's 
Capital, and especially its first chapter, without having thoroughly studied and understood the whole of Hegel's 
Logic. Consequently, half a century later none of the Marxists understood Marx!"[4] I have taken this as a guide. 
Marx used dialectical materialism but was unable to find the time to write an exposition of his philosophy, or, 
rather, his method. Engels' philosophical writing is of a very mixed quality.[5] There is a discernible leap in the 
quality of Lenin's philosophical and other writing after his studies of Hegel. His Philosophical Notebooks, 
fragmentary as they are, are more valuable than his book, Materialism and Empirio-Criticism,[6] which is more 
materialist than dialectical.[7] His political writings in the period following his Hegelian studies, particularly 
Imperialism[8] and State and Revolution,[9] clearly reflect the philosophical advances he had made. I have 
attempted, therefore to use as a guide a kind of synthesis of Hegel and Marx and Lenin which seems to me to 
correspond with a reasonable view of dialectical materialism. This will have to stand or fall on the measure of 
fruitfulness it provides in the analysis of Mao. 
 
"On Practice" 

In the essay, "On Practice," it becomes evident that Mao's philosophy is not simply a popularization of 
Leninist views but something else. More than the other writings, it is full of the crude and the trivial, the 
commonplace platitudes presented as profound wisdom. The point to the article is that theory is derived from 
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practice and "that man's social practice alone is the criterion of the truth of his knowledge of the external 
world."[10] This is a simple enough point but it is some distance from being dialectical materialism. The same 
view can be contained in other and conflicting philosophies. The crucial question would be exactly how practice 
becomes theory and is then tested in practice. The entire emphasis of the article, despite the quotations from 
Lenin, is pragmatic and empirical. 

"The Marxist philosophy of dialectical materialism has two outstanding characteristics," says Mao. "One 
is its class nature: it openly avows that dialectical materialism is in the service of the proletariat. The other is 
practicality: it emphasizes that theory is based on practice and in turn serves practice.... The standpoint of practice 
is the primary and basic standpoint in the dialectical-materialist theory of knowledge."" This is valid enough in 
general, although very one-sided. But the validity is reduced by its concretization by example and by the claims 
made for it.  

One example given is that visitors come to the Communist territories in Yenan and observe visible 
phenomena. "When the members of the observation group have collected data and, what is more, have 'thought 
them over,' they are able to arrive at the judgment that 'the Communist Party's policy of the National United Front 
Against Japan is thorough, sincere and genuine."[12] This is the second stage of cognition and already we have to 
note that neither Marx nor Lenin would have tolerated anything as subjective as the nonsense about "sincere and 
genuine." "Having made this judgment, they can, if they too are genuine" (another purely subjective judgment) 
"about uniting to save the nation, go a step further and draw the following conclusion, 'The National United Front 
Against Japan can suc-ceed."'[13] This is not merely a simple example. It is a purely em-pirical progression with 
nothing inherently dialectical contained in it. The judgment is subjective without any indication of an internal and 
necessary progression from one stage to the next. 

Further examples are on the same level. Practice is interpreted as meaning that "If you want to know a 
certain thing or a certain class of things directly, you must personally participate in the practical struggle to 
change reality ... ; only through personal partici-pation ... can you uncover the essence of that thing or class of 
things and comprehend them."[14] Later on he says, "If you want to know the theory and methods of revolution, 
you must take part in revolution."[15] Poor Karl Marx who never got the chance to do quite that! Matters are not 
helped by the addition of the comment that "most of our knowledge comes from indirect experience."[16] While 
this statement makes it possible to claim that Mao is formally correct, that one side is balanced against the other, 
in the context of this article it does not at all prevent the impression that a conception of social truth is reduced to 
an injunction to join the Communist Party and the "correction" of the last quotation is simply a statement that if 
you are in the Party you can allow the Party to make the experience for you. 

Another example intensifies this impression: the example of a com-rade who hesitates to accept an 
assignment. "If he spends some time at the job and gains experience and if he is a person who is willing to look 
into matters with an open mind and not one who approaches problems subjectively, one-sidedly, and superficially, 
then he can draw conclusions for himself as to how to go about the job and do it with much more courage."[17] 
The moral of this little tale, on the level of bright sayings from Poor Richard's Almanac, is that comrades 
shouldn't hesitate, that with experience gained on the job they will become qualified and expert. This is as far 
from dialectics as you can get. Compare it with the following from Hegel: 

It is now seen that the so-called explanation and proof of the concrete element which is brought into 
Propositions is partly a tautology and partly a confusion of the true relation; further it is seen that this 
confusion served to disguise the trick of Cognition, which took up empirical data one-sidedly (the only 
manner in which it could reach its simple definitions and formulae), and eludes empirical refutation by 
examining experience and allowing it validity not in its concrete totality but as example, and only in that 
direction which is serviceable for the hypothesis and the theory. Concrete experience being thus 
subordinated to the presupposed determinations, the foundation of the theory is obscured, and is exhibited 
only from that side which is in conformity with the theory .... [18] 

Lenin quoted this passage in his Notebooks and added the comments, "remarkably correct and profound" and 
"against subjectivism and one sidedness."[19] It is as if it was written in reply to Mao's "On Practice." A further 
barb thrown at Mao's essay is the comment of Lenin's which follows: "Example: ridiculous pomposity over 

284



trivialities, etc." Hegel categorizes Mao's type of philosophy as Synthetic Cognition, a subordinate level of 
thought that has not reached the heights available to the dialectic. 

Mao's difficulty is compounded by the claim he makes for his article. The concluding sentence is: "Such 
is the whole of the dialectical-materialist theory of knowledge, and such is the dialectical-materialist theory of the 
unity of knowing and doing."[20] That makes it impossible to say that Mao was merely intending to redress 
thebalance, to give to practice a little more emphasis because theory had had all the emphasis in the past. The 
balance is completely upset, and the editor of the Selected Works of Mao tells us why. "'On Practice' was written 
in order to expose the subjectivist errors of dogmatism and empiricism in the Party, and especially the error of 
dogmatism, from the standpoint of the Marxist theory of knowledge."" Dogmatism is the too-rigid adherence to 
the theories of Marx. In establishing his own leadership over Chinese Communism, Mao had to lay the theoretical 
groundwork for whatever departures from Marxist theory seemed necessary to him. If practice is primary, and the 
practice of the Party the most decisive of all practice, and the relation between practice and theory is nowhere 
made explicit, then it becomes quite clear that the "Thought of Mao Tse-tung" becomes the embodiment of both 
practice and theory. The rank and file Communist is left with no theoretical method to examine reality for 
himself, for the Party's method is empirical and cannot be tested except in practice, that is, after it is too late. 
When Lenin says, "the practice of man and of mankind is the test, the criterion of the objectivity of cognition, 
"[22] and when he repeats this idea in many ways and many places, it is quite clear from the total context that he 
is speaking on a historical scale in terms of major events and human experience. He is not joining Mao in 
practicing "ridiculous pomposity over trivialities." 

There appears in "On Practice" an unusual reference to the class struggle. "Man's social practice is not 
confined to activity in production, but takes many other forms - class struggle, political life, scientific and artistic 
pursuits...."[23] Later in the same paragraph, class struggle is again listed as another type of social practice 
distinct from material life, that is, life in production. This is quite a departure from Marx and Lenin for whom 
class struggle, although pervading all aspects of society, was above all found in the process of production. It is 
difficult to understand this particular formulation except in relation to the needs of Chinese Communist society. 
Mao has put forward the theory that the class struggle will be a feature of Communist society for a long time to 
come.[24] This, however, cannot be permitted to become a carte blanche to workers to struggle for their rights in 
the factories. As a result it becomes necessary to amend Marx and Lenin to take the class struggle out of the 
process of production and put it in the sphere of politics, that is, in the sphere where the Party exercises full 
control and where independent and spontaneous activity by workers is excluded. 

There also appears in "On Practice" the first sign of a view which achieves a fuller representation in "On 
Contradiction." "As man's practice which changes objective reality in accordance with given ideas, theories, plans 
or programmes, advances further and further, his knowledge of objective reality likewise becomes deeper and 
deeper. "[25] Notice the phrase: "in accordance with given ideas, theories, plans or programmes," and compare it 
with the famous quotation from Marx: "It is not the consciousness of men that determines their existence, but, on 
the contrary, their social existence determines their consciousness."[26] As I shall try to show below, this is not an 
accidental formulation, the result of crudeness or lack of sophistication. It is a link in an idealistic and intellectual 
view of history that is an integral part of the philosophy of Mao-Tse-tung. 
 
"On Contradiction" 

Contradiction brings us to the heart of the dialectic and it is necessary to begin with some indication of 
what the dialectic is about. Hegel says in the Preface to his Phenomenology, "the real subject-matter is not 
exhausted in its purpose, but in working the matter out; nor is the mere result attained the concrete whole itself, 
but the result along with the process of arriving at it."[27] He says the same thing in many places and in many 
ways, that dialectics is a totality and a process, not simply some rules or conclusions. 

That Lenin was familiar with this integral character of dialectics is indicated by his notation of sixteen 
points as the "Elements of dialectics": 

1) the objectivity of consideration (not examples, not divergences, but the Thing-in-itself) ...  
2) the entire totality of the manifold relations of this thing to others. 
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3) the development of this thing, (phenomenon, respectively), its own move-ment, its own life. 
4) the internally contradictory tendencies (and sides) in this thing. 
5) the thing (phenomenon, etc.) as the sum and unity of opposites 
6) the struggle, respectively unfolding, of these opposites, contradictory strivings, etc. 
7) the union of analysis and synthesis - the break-down of the separate parts and the totality, the 
summation of these parts. 
8) the relations of each thing (phenomenon, etc.) are not only manifold, but general, universal. Each thing 
(phenomenon, process, etc.) is connected with every other. 
9) not only the unity of opposites, but the transition of EVERY determination, quality, feature, side, 
property into every other (into its opposite?).  
10) the endless process of the discovery of new sides, relations, etc. 
11) the endless process of the deepening of man's knowledge of the thing, of phenomena, processes, etc., 
from appearance to essence and from less profound to more profound essence. 
12) from co-existence to causality and from one form of connection and reciprocal dependence to another, 
deeper, more general form. 
13) the repetition at a higher stage of certain features, properties, etc. of the lower and 
14) the apparent return to the old (negation of the negation). 
15) the struggle of content with form and conversely. The throwing off of the form, the transformation of 
the content. 
16) the transition of quantity into quality and vice versa. (15 and 16 are examples of 9).[28] 

I quote this in full not because it succeeds in embodying the totality of dialectics but because it indicates Lenin's 
awareness of dialectics as a process of constant change, of relationships being constantly transformed, of ever 
newer and deeper insights and discoveries. Lenin surely understood the sense in which Hegel called his 
philosophy Speculative Logic. It is necessary to contrast this to Mao's "On Contradiction" as a whole to 
appreciate the rigidity, the fixed categories and concepts, the conception of truth as a finished product, with which 
Mao's essay abounds. It will become clear that this contrast is not the result of "popularization" or simplification, 
but something very different. 

To Mao all cause and effect is simple and clear-cut. "Contradictoriness within a thing is the fundamental 
cause of its development, while its interrelations and interactions with other things are secondary causes. Thus 
materialist dialectics effectively combats the theory of external causes, or of an external motive force, advanced 
by metaphysical mechanical materialism and vulgar evolutionism."[29] All his examples reinforce the rigidity of 
this initial conception and, in addition, primary causality becomes the basic element of development. This is not 
merely an inadequate presentation of the dialectic; it is a false one. Lenin notes: 

When one reads Hegel on causality, it appears strange at first glance that he dwells so relatively lightly on 
this theme, beloved of the Kantians. Why? Because, indeed, for him causality is only one of the 
determinations for universal connection, which he had already covered earlier, in his entire exposition, 
much more deeply and all-sidedly; always and from the very outset emphasizing this connection, the 
reciprocal transitions, etc. etc.[30] 

 
Resolving Contradictions 

In the first section of "On Contradiction," in "The Two World Outlooks," there already appears the 
philosophical idealism which was only indicated in "On Practice." Mao says that the "dialectical world outlook 
teaches us primarily how to observe and analyse the movement of opposites in different things and, on the basis 
of such analysis, to indicate the methods for resolving contradictions."[31] The theme of resolving contradictions 
continually reappears. "Qualitatively different contradictions can only be resolved by qualitatively different 
methods."[32] "The principle of using different methods to resolve different contradictions. . . ."[33] ". . . find a 
way to resolve its contradictions."[34] And so on. It reaches its fulfillment, of course, in the title of the essay, "On 
the Correct Handling of Contradictions Among the People." Mao in this way contradicts his otherwise correct 
opposition to external causes and insistence on contradiction being the source of internal movement. The concept 
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of "solving" or "handling" contradictions, as used by Mao, is a purely external and manipulative one. It is not used 
in a historical or objective sense of a solution being drawn out of the dialectical process. 'This conception of 
"solving" is rejected completely by Hegel, and he is joined in this by Lenin. 

It is the simple point of negative self-relation, the internal source of all activity, vital and spiritual self-
movement, the dialectical soul which all truth has in it and through which it alone is truth; for the 
transcendence[35] of the opposition between the Notion and Reality, and that unity which is the truth, rest upon 
this subjectivity alone. The second negative, which we have reached, is this transcendence of the contradiction, 
but is no more the activity of an external reflection than the contradiction is; it is the innermost and most objective 
moment of Life and Spirit, by virtue of which a subject, the person, the free, has being.[36] 

The emphasis is Lenin's, who also added the notes: "the kernel of dialectics" and "the criterion of truth 
(the unity of the concept and reality)."[37] 

What is involved here is fundamental and relates to the kinds of historical examples used by Mao to 
illustrate his philosophical points. "This is the key to the Hegelian dialectic and therefore to Marxist thinking.... 
Thought is not an instrument you apply to a content. The content moves, develops, changes and creates new 
categories of thought, and gives them direction."[38] Hegel says "it is the nature of the content and that alone 
which lives and stirs in philosophic cognition, while it is the very reflection of the content, which itself originates 
and determines the nature of philosophy."[39] Lenin puts it, "Logic is the science not of external forms of 
thought, but of the laws of development 'of all material, natural and spiritual things,' etc., of the development of 
the entire concrete content of the world and of its cognition . . ." 
 

Two things are involved here. The first is that contradictions are not problems that need to, or can, be 
"solved." They are a complex set or series of ever-changing relations, that are "transcended" in particular ways. 
The function of thought is not to solve them but to comprehend the way in which, objectively, the contradiction 
will be transcended. That is why the following statement is so alien to dialectics, rigid and formalistic. 
"Qualitatively different contradictions can only be resolved by qualitatively different methods. For instance, the 
contradiction between the proletariat and the bourgeoisie is resolved by the method of socialist revolution."[41] 
As it stands, that is little more than a tautology. It conceals more than it reveals. The function of the dialectic 
begins to be displayed if you ask the question: How did the two poles of the contradiction (bourgeoisie and 
proletariat) change and develop to result in the socialist revolution taking the form of the Paris Commune in 1871, 
of soviets in 1905 and 1917, of workers councils in Hungary in 1956?[42] Above all, the development of this 
particular contradiction is studied to find an indication of the form of the next stage as the two sides of the 
contradiction move toward another confrontation. That is the kind of question Lenin attempted to answer in State 
and Revolution. Mao avoids it like the plague.[43] 

The second point involved takes us to the question of Mao's examples. Dialectics is unlike formal logic in 
that it is integally related to contents. Formal logic can be correct whether the facts used are right or wrong. 
Dialectic thinking cannot because it involves, above all the self-movement of objective categories. The categories 
of thought, therefore, cannot be assumed or given as fixed; they have to be derived from reality, they have to be 
shown in their objective self-movement, and they have to be shown developing inevitably toward the 
transcendence of their contradictions, that is, toward their destruction. This last is important and is why Marx 
called the Hegelian dialectic a critical philosophy. There is thus involved a complex range of problems in dealing 
with Mao's philosophical writings which take us far beyond the limits of philosophy and have to be excluded from 
this essay. Above all, the objective truth of the facts used by Mao in developing his argument become integral to 
the argument itself and if the facts are demonstrated to be false or distorted, the dialectical logic is also false or 
distorted.[44] However, certain elements or aspects of the facts presented are more directly relevant and have to 
be dealt with. 

As an example of the primacy of "internal causes," Mao cites the defeat of the revolution of 1926 and 
attributes it to the opportunism then to be found within the Chinese proletariat itself (inside the Chinese 
Communist Party).... Later, the Chinese Revolution again suffered severe setbacks at the hands of the enemy, 

287



because adventurism had risen within our Party.... Thus it can be seen that to lead the revolution to victory, a 
political party must depend on the correctness of its own political line and the solidity of its own organization.[45] 
Thus it can be seen that what is decisive to the success of a revolution is not the objective strength or weakness of 
the respective classes (size, relation to the means of production and communication, relative weight in the society, 
etc.) which can be reflected (accurately or inaccurately) in the ideologies of parties, but the purely ideal 
representation, the mental construct, of a political line and political solidarity. Not only has Mao given causes 
(even if true) which are external to the working class, not internal, and are therefore not dialectical; he has given 
causes which are ideal and not material. There are points in a revolutionary crisis, of course, at which a political 
line can be decisive. The political line, however, cannot come out of thin air. It can be analysed as correct only in 
relation to the actual circumstances of the proletariat and other classes, not in relation to the superior or inferior 
wisdom of political leaders. It is only necessary to contrast Mao's method with Lenin's. When he was confronted 
with the collapse of the anti-war program of the Second International in 1914 he was not satisfied to charge the 
socialist leaders with betrayal. He produced his study of Imperialism in order to find the class contradiction within 
the working class and concluded that a new stage of capitalism had produced a privileged section of the working 
class which benefited from colonial exploitaton. He attributed what he believed to be the degeneration of the 
socialist parties to that. Subjective causes, such as betrayal or an incorrect political line were, at most, 
consequences of an objective historical development. 

Another example further extends the idealistic departure from dialectical materialism. In discussing the 
particularities of contradictions, Mao gives as example of examining "the two aspects of each contradiction" a 
history of the Kuomintang and the Communist Party." Before 1927 the Kuomintang had certain policies and was 
revolutionary and vigorous. "After 1927, however, the Kuomintang changed into its opposite and became a 
reactionary bloc of the landlords and big bourgeoisie." After 1936 its policies changed again and it cooperated 
with the Communist Party. An "alliance of various classes for the democratic revolution" at one point "becomes a 
reactionary bloc of the landlords and big bourgeoisie" at another. I leave aside the question of whether the 
description is accurate.[47] What is essential in this connection is that nowhere is there any attempt to show or 
claim that the class composition of the Kuomintang changed in any way. Instead of policy being determined by 
material base, that is, by class character, the class character of the organization is determined by its policy. Once 
again, consciousness determines existence, instead of the other way around. It takes more than the ritual use of the 
language of dialectics, "changed into its opposite," to produce dialectical thought. 

Why Mao so flagrantly violates a basic tenet of dialectical materialism becomes a little more evident in 
the second half of this example, the development of the Chinese Communist Party.[48] From 1924 to 1927 the CP 
"courageously" led the revolution but was immature, etc. After 1927 the CP "courageously" led . . . but committed 
adventurist errors. Since 1935 (that is to say, since Mao assumed the leadership) the Party has corrected its errors, 
etc., etc. Once again a completely idealistic interpretation. Absent, for example, is any consideration of the class 
base of the Party, the fact that before 1927 the Communist Party had great strength in the working class which it 
lost completely after the debacle of 1927. Again, I leave aside the question of whether Mao's description of the 
development of the Communist Party is historically accurate. It is very evidently incomplete and the particular 
incompleteness is crucial to dialectical materialism. It may have some significance that only by departing from 
dialectical materialism in this way can Mao call the Communist Party a proletarian party in any sense whatever. It 
is not class composition which helps to determine policy. It is policy which determines class "composition." 
 
"The Principal Contradiction and the Principal Aspect of a Contradiction" 

In order to free himself to make whatever alliances he deems necessary with organizations or states which 
would ordinarily be considered reactionary (as the Kuomintang), Mao places great emphasis on the particularity 
of contradiction. This simply means that the universal principle that all things contain contradiction does not 
relieve you of the responsibility of determining the specific nature of each concrete contradiction in each 
particular situation. After, having gone on at great length to demonstrate this generality, he goes on to the heart of 
the question. Not only does each thing or phenomenon have a principle contradiction; it also has a principal aspect 
of the contradiction. What this means to Mao is a thoroughly rigid, formalistic, undialectical construction within 
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which purely ideal and subjective judgments can be made.[49] When the Kuomintang cooperates with the 
Communist Party, the principal aspect of its contradiction is its progressive revolutionary side. When the 
Kuomintang turns on the Communist Party, its reactionary nature becomes the principal aspect. It must be 
repeated: this is completely divorced from any material base, in fact or in thought, and is completely empty of the 
element of necessity, that is, of inherent inner development, so critical to dialectical materialism. 
The rigid formalism is extended to other questions. There is identity and struggle in contradiction. Example: 
You see, by means of revolution the proletariat, at one time the ruled, is transformed into the ruler, while the 
bourgeoisie, the erstwhile ruler, is transformed into the ruled and changes its position to that originally occupied 
by its opposite.... If there were no interconnection and identity of opposites in given conditions, how could such a 
change take place? [50] 

It is difficult to conceive of a greater misuse of the concept of unity of opposites or interpenetration of 
opposites. Compare this rigid use of categories with Lenin's sixteen elements of dialectics cited above. A simple 
changing of places is the least of what is involved. Even at the very end, at the conclusion of the process in the 
overthrow of one class by another, the destruction of both classes is assumed, not a formal change of place. 
Relevant to this discussion is the way Marx used this same concept in Capital, particularly in Chapter I, but then, 
following that, throughout. The category Capital contains and is its opposite, Labor. Capital is divided into 
constant and variable capital. Constant capital is means of production variable capital is labor. Labor thus does 
not simply stand off somewhere in opposition to capital, waiting for its chance to overthrow it. It is part of capital 
Itself and the relation between the two and within the totality is in constant flux and change as technical advances 
in constant capital change (and are changed by) the nature of work, the size of the working class, the nature of 
supervision, the organizations of workers, and so forth. To reduce this rich and complex process, which is here 
only hinted at, to a simple change of place is like determining which are the good guys and which are the bad 
guys according to who wears the white hats. And Mao, of course, is in charge of distributing the hats. 
 
Criticism and Self-Criticism 

The rejection of dialectics is not accidental. The blurring of concepts as motive forces in history, the rigid 
formalism, all have a point. That point is a theory of the Party and the role of the Party in Chinese society. ". . . 
Contradiction within the Communist Party is resolved by the method of criticism and self-criticism . . ."[51] This 
bears a striking resemblance to the philosophical views imposed by Zhdanov on Russian philosophers. 
In our Soviet society, where antagonistic classes have been liquidated, the struggle between the old and the new, 
and consequently the develop-ment from the lower to the higher, proceeds not in the form of struggle be-tween 
antagonistic classes and of cataclysms, as is the case under capi-talism, but in the form of criticism and self-
criticism, which is the real motive force of our development, a powerful instrument in the hands of the 
Communist Party. This is incontestably a new aspect of movement, a new type of development, a new dialectical 
law.[52] 

This was presented in a report to a conference on philosophy in June 1947 to impose a new line in the 
name of the Central Committee of the Communist Party.[53] To combat idealism there is introduced a new law, 
criticism and self-criticism, a purely idealistic construction. Mao duplicates this view in all essentials.[54] The 
result is an inverted criticism of Hegel. From believing that history was the history of the philosopher, of 
consciousness and self-consciousness, Hegel eventually finds himself supporting the state bureaucracy. Beginning 
with a state bureaucracy, the Stalinists (Chinese and Russian) find themselves putting forward the theory that 
history is now the history of consciousness and self-consciousness. This is an idealistic view required in order to 
keep the material instruments of power out of the hands of simple workers and peasants. 

It is buttressed by Mao with a falsification of Lenin's views on antagonism and contradiction. Mao quotes 
Lenin as saying, "Antagonism and contradiction are not all one and the same. Under socialism, the first will 
disappear, the second will remain."[65] Mao interprets this to mean pure will: "if comrades who have committed 
mistakes can correct them, it will not develop into antagonism."[56] But Lenin meant something very different. It 
was his view that socialist society would see the disappearance of classes and therefore the end of class struggle. 
It is clear that he equated antagonism with class struggle, that is, an opposition that was rooted in objective reality 
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and set man against man. With the end of classes he thought that contradiction would be essentially in physical or 
scientific forms as men continued to transform the world. It had no relation whatever to the narrow concerns of 
Mao. It was also consistent with his philosophical views. For Mao, who postulates centuries of class struggle in 
Communist society, it becomes only another way of removing philosophy from any material objectivity. 
 
"On the Correct Handling of Contradictions Among the People"  

This is overwhelmingly a political and not a philosophic work. If the title were changed to "On the 
Correct Handling of Disagreements Among the People," there would be a clear picture of what it is about and no 
misconception that anything like dialectical contradiction was involved. However, the title is deliberate in order to 
give the appearance of philosophical objectivity and add the weight of Marxist dialectical materialism to support 
Mao's arguments. The last shred of dialectical materialism is, in fact, abandoned. "The contradiction between 
exploiter and exploited, which exists between the national bourgeoisie and the working class, is an antagonistic 
one," says Mao. "But, in the concrete conditions existing in China, sach an antagonistic contradiction, if properly 
handled, can be transformed into a non-antagonistic one and resolved in a peaceful way."[67]  

It is all here in a nutshell: The role of the Communist Party as the maker of history instead of the masses 
of the people. The categories (working class, bourgeoisie) made so rigid and meaningless that they are juggled 
any way which pleases Mao. Classes without class struggle (or, if necessary, class struggle without classes). 
Dialectical materialism, or rather the shell of dialectical materialism, becomes simply the quotations researched 
by clerks and learned by rote to justify the next twist in the political line. The essence of my argument is 
contained here. It is impossible to say that Mao Tse-tung in any way continues dialectical materialism. The 
departures from the philosophical method of Marx and of Lenin are much too great to be accepted as incompetent 
popularization on the one hand, or striking originality on the other. It is, of course, true that Mao, like most 
people, has a philosophy. A positive presentation of what that philosophy is is beyond the scope of this paper. But 
what is most apparent is that his philosophy is servant to his politics. It is not the source of whatever contribution 
he has made to history. That Mao has made original contributions to the modern world cannot be denied. What 
must be denied is that they have anything to do with philosophy. 
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abstractly predicted. 
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44. It is this which makes it necessary to reject the interpretation of Stuart R. Schram: ". . . If Mao's performance in the 
domain of `pure' dialectics is not so impressive as Mr. Holubnychy maintains, neither is his contribution to 'applied' dialectics 
as contemptible as Mr. Cohen would have it." "Mao Tse-tung as Marxist Dialectician," China Quarterly, No. 29 (Jan. - 
March 1957), p. 160. There can be no such separation of "pure" and "applied" dialectics since the only "pure" dialectics is, of 
necessity, an applied dialectics. If, however, for the term, "applied dialectics," there is substituted the word, "politics," so that 
the contrast is now between Mao's dialectics and Mao's politics, the meaning of the above statement becomes quite valid and, 
perhaps, does not do great harm to Mr. Schram's basic concept. 
45.Op. cit., p. 315. 
46. Ibid., pp. 326-27.  
47. There were, of course, very different views of the facts within the Communist movement. As an example see Leon 
Trotsky, Problems of the Chinese Revolution (New York, 1932). 
48. Op. cit., p. 327. 
49. In a curious note the French Marxist, Louis Althusser, says, ". . . On Contradiction (1937) contains a whole series of 
analyses in which the Marxist conception of contradiction appears in a quite un-Hegelian light. Its essential concepts may be 
sought in vain in Hegel: principle (sic) and secondary contradiction; principle (sic) and secondary aspect of the contradiction; 
antagonistic and non-antagonistic contradiction; law of uneven development of the contradiction. However, Mao's essay, 
inspired by his struggle against dogmatism in the Chinese Party, remains generally on a descriptive level, and is consequently 
abstract in certain respects. Descriptive: his concepts correspond to concrete experience. In part abstract: the concepts, though 
new, and rich in promise, are presented as specifications of the dialectic in general, rather than as necessary implications of 
the Marxist conception of society and history." ("Contradiction and Overdetermination," New Left Review, No. 41 [Jan-Feb. 
1967], p. 19, footnote 6.) Althusser seems unaware that by divorcing Mao's dialectics from Hegel he has completely 
separated it from Marx. Althusser's attraction to Mao is quite natural, for in his essay he attempts to do in a sophisticated way 
what Mao does crudely. By removing the Hegelian dialectic from Marxism, Althusser transforms "contradiction" into an 
abstraction so broad and universal as to be meaningless and transforms the Marxist dialectic into a close approximation of 
ordinary scientific empiricism. 
50. Mao, op. cit., p. 339.  
51. Ibid., p. 322. 
52. Andrei A. Zhdanov, Essays on Literature, Philosophy, and Music (New York, 1950), pp. 71-72. 
53. An incisive analysis of this development appears in State Capitalism and World Revolution, 2nd edition (Welwyn Garden 
City, England, ND) (1956), pp. 41-42. Gustav A. Wetter, S.J., reviews this conference in Dialectical Materialism (New York, 
1963), pp. 183-89, but does not seem to be aware of the significance of the "discovery" of a "new" dialectical law. 
54. The question of whether Mao or Zhdanov first discovered this "new dialectical law" is not crucial to the theme being 
developed here. The point is simply that it was required by the political needs of both Russian and Chinese Communism. See 
Arthur A. Cohen, The Communism of Mao-Tse-tung (Chicago, 1966), pp. 22-28 for a discussion of the view that "On 
Practice" and "On Contradiction" were not written in 1937 as claimed but many years later in 1950 and 1952. Stuart R. 
Schram summarizes the opposing view in "Mao-Tse-tung as Marxist Dialectician," China Quarterly, 29 (Jan.-March 1967), 
157-59. 
55. Quoted in Mao, op. cit., p. 345.  
56. lbid., p. 345. 
57. "On the Correct Handling of Contradictions Among the People" (6th ed.; Peking, 1964), p. 4. 
58 For a discussion that places Stalinist (and Maoist) philosophy in historical context see State Capitalism and World 
Revolution, pp. 38-45.  
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PART IX: TOTALITY AND UNIVERSALITY 
 
Questions: 

1. What is art? 
2. How does Plekhanov propose to prove the correctness of the materialist view of history? Does he succeed? 

Is there a better way? 
3. What determines what people find to be esthetically pleasing? How do you explain the esthetic pleasure 

that people in the 20th century gain from ancient Greek art? 
4. Was Plekhanov a racist? 
5. What does Plekhanov mean when he says that the increased division of social labor among different classes 

leads to a disappearance of the direct dependence of art on technology and mode of production? Is he 
right? 

6. Whose assessment of ancient Greece seems more correct to you, James' or Ivins'? Is the difference between 
the two more than a question of fact? 

7. Why were Griffith, Chaplin, Eisenstein and Picasso able to produce works of undying vision while the 
finest modern writers produced only a picture of gloom, degeneration and decay? 

8. Do you agree with Ken Lawrence's thesis that changes in mass consciousness can be anticipated by 
expressions in popular culture? 
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George Plekhanov, Unaddressed Letters (1957), "First Letter." 
 
Dear Sir, 

The subject we shall be discussing is art. But in any exact inquiry, whatever its theme, it is essential to 
adhere to a strictly defined terminology. We must therefore say first of all what precise meaning we attach to the 
word art.  On the other hand it is unquestionable that any at all satisfactory definition of a subject can only be 
obtained as a result of investigation. It follows, then, that we have to define something which we are not yet in a 
position to define. How can this contradiction be resolved? I think it can be resolved in this way: I shall take for 
the time being some provisional definition, and shall then amplify and correct it as the question becomes clearer 
in the course of the investigation. 

What definition shall I take to begin with? 
Lev Tolstoy in his What is Art? cites many definitions of art which seem to him mutually contradictory, 

and he finds them all unsatisfactory. Actually, ^the definitions^he cites are by ho means as different from one 
another and by no means as erroneous as he thinks. But let us assume that all of them ireally are very bad, and let 
us see if we cannot accept his own definition of art. 

“Art,” he says, "is a means of human intercourse.... The thing that distinguishes this means of intercourse 
from intercourse through words is that with the help of words one man communicates to another his 
thoughts (my italics); with the help of art, people communicate their emotions (my italics again). 

For the present I shall only make one observation. 
In Count Tolstoy’s opinion, art expresses men’s emotions, and words their thoughts.  This is not true. 

Words serve men not only for the expression of their thoughts, but also of their emotions. Proof: poetry, whose 
medium is words. 

Count Tolstoy himself says:  
"To re-evoke in oneself an emotion once experienced and, having re-evoked it, to convey it through 
movement, line, colour, images expressed in words, in such a way that others may experience the same 
emotion—therein lies the function of art."1

From this it is already apparent that words, as a means of human intercourse, cannot be regarded as something 
special and distinct from art. 

   

Nor is it true that art expresses only men’s emotions. No, it expresses both their emotions and their 
thoughts—expresses them, however, not abstractly, but in live images. And this is its chief distinguishing feature. 
In Count Tolstoy’s opinion, "art begins when a man, with a view to conveying to others an emotion he has 
experienced, re-evokes it in himself and expresses it in certain outward signs".2

These, for the present, are all the corrections I should like to make in the definition of art given by Count 
Tolstoy. 

  I, however, think that art begins 
when a man re-evokes in himself emotions and thoughts which he has experienced under the influence of 
surrounding reality and expresses them in definite images. It goes without saying that in the vast majority of cases 
he does so with the object of conveying what he has rethought and refelt to other men. Art is a social 
phenomenon. 

But I would ask you, sir, to note also the following thought expressed by the author of War and Peace: 
“Always, in every period and in every human society, there is a religious consciousness, common to all 
the members of that society, of what is good and bad, and it is this religious consciousness that 
determines the value of the emotions conveyed by art."

Our inquiry should show, inter alia, how far this thought is correct. At any rate it deserves the greatest attention, 
because it brings us very close to the question of the role of art in the history of human development. 

3 

Now that we have some preliminary definition of art, I must explain the standpoint from which I regard it. 
I shall say at once and without any circumlocution that I look upon art, as upon all social phenomena, 

from the standpoint of the materialist conception of history. 
What is the materialist conception of history? 
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In mathematics, as we know, there is a method known as the reductio ad absurdum, that is, a method of 
indirect proof. I shall here resort to a method which might be called indirect explanation. That is, I shall first 
explain what is the idealist conception of history, and shall then show wherein it differs from its opposite, the 
materialist conception of history. 

The idealist conception of history, in its pure form, consists in the belief that the development of thought 
and knowledge is the final and ultimate cause of the movement of human history. This view fully predominated in 
the 18th century, whence it passed into the 19th century. It was still strongly adhered to by Saint-Simon and 
Auguste Comte, although their views were in some respects the very opposite of the views held by the 
philosophers of the preceding century. Saint-Simon, for instance, asks how the social organisation of the Greeks 
arose.4  And he answers the question as follows: "With them, the religious system (le système religieux) served as 
the foundation of the political system.... The latter was patterned on the former.” In proof, he cites the fact that the 
Olympus of the Greeks was a "republican assembly”, and that the constitutions of all the Greek peoples, however 
much they may have differed from one another, had the common feature that they were all republican.5

Nor is this all. In Saint-Simon’s opinion, the religious system that underlay the political system of the 
Greeks itself stemmed from the totality of their scientific concepts, from their scientific world system. Thus the 
scientific concepts of the Greeks were the underlying foundation of their social life, and the development of these 
concepts was the mainspring of its historical development, the chief reason which determined the replacement in 
the course of history of one form of social life by another. 

  

Similarly, Auguste Comte thought that "the entire social mechanism rests, in the final analysis, on 
opinions".6

There is another variety of idealism, one which found its extreme expression in the absolute idealism of 
Hegel. How is the history of man’s development explained from his point of view? I shall illustrate this by an 
example. Hegel asks: what caused the fall of Greece? He gives many reasons; but the chief, in his view, is that 
Greece reflected only one stage in the development of the absolute idea, and had to fall when that stage was 
passed. 

 This is a mere reiteration of the views of the Encyclopaedists, according to whom c’est 1’opinion qui 
gouverne le monde (it is opinion that governs the world). 

Clearly, in the opinion of Hegel—who however knew that "Lacedaemon fell owing to property 
inequality"—social relations and the whole history of man’s development are determined in the end by the laws of 
logic, by the development of thought. 

The materialist view of history is the diametrical opposite of this view. Whereas Saint-Simon, looking at 
history from the idealist standpoint, thought that the social relations of the Greeks were due to their religious 
opinions, I, a believer in the materialist view, would say that the republican Olympus of the Greeks was a 
reflection of their social system. And whereas SaintSimon, in answer to the question^of where the religious views 
of the Greeks came from replied that they stemmed from their scientific outlook on the world, I think that the 
scientific outlook of the Greeks was itself determined, in its historical development, by the development of the 
productive forces at the disposal of the Hellenic peoples.

Such is my view of history in general. Is it correct? This is not the place to demonstrate its correctness. 
Here I would ask you to assume that it is correct and, with me, take it as the starting-point of our inquiry on art. 
Needless to say, this inquiry on the particular question of art will at the same time be a test of my general view of 
history. For indeed, if this general view is erroneous, we shall not, by taking it as our starting-point, get very far in 
explaining the evolution of art. But if we find that this evolution is better explained with its help than with the 
help of other views, we shall have a new and powerful argument in its favour. 

7 

But here I foresee an objection. In his Descent of Man and Selection in Relation to Sex Darwin, as we 
know, cites numerous facts showing that a fairly important role in the life of animals is played by the sense of 
beauty. These facts will be pointed to and the conclusion drawn that the origin of the sense of beauty must be 
explained biologically.  I shall be told that it is impermissible (“narrow”) to attribute the evolution of this sense 
in men solely to the economic form of their society. And inasmuch as Darwin’s view of the evolution of species is 
unquestionably a materialist view, I shall also be told that biological materialism provides excellent data for a 
criticism of one-sided historical (“economic”) materialism. 
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I realise the weightiness of this objection and shall therefore discuss it. This will be the more useful since, 
in answering it, I shall at the same time be answering a whole number of similar objections that might be 
borrowed from the psychical life of animals. 

First of all, let us try to define as accurately as possible the conclusion that should be drawn from the facts 
adduced by Darwin. And for this purpose, let us see what inference he draws from them himself. 

In Chapter II, Part I (Russian translation) of his book on the descent of man, we read: 
“Sense of Beauty.—This sense has been declared to be peculiar to man. But when we behold a male bird 
elaborately displaying his graceful plumes or splendid colours before the female, whilst other birds, not 
thus decorated, make no such display, it is impossible to doubt that she admires the beauty of her male 
partner. As women everywhere deck themselves with these plumes, the beauty of such ornaments cannot 
be disputed. The nests of humming-birds, and the playing passages of bower-birds are tastefully 
ornamsnted with gaily coloured objects: and this shows that they have an idea of beauty. The same can be 
said about birds’ singing. The sweet strains poured forth by many male birds, during the season of love, 
are certainly admired by the females. If female birds had bsen incapable of appreciating the beautiful 
colours, the ornaments, and voices of their male partners, all the labour and anxiety exhibited by the latter 
in displaying their charms before the females would have been thrown away; and this it is impossible to 
admit. 

“Why certain colours and certain sounds grouped in a certain way should excite pleasure cannot, I 
presume, be explained any more than why certain flavours and scents are agreeable. It can, however, be 
said confidently that man and many of the lower animals are alike pleased by the same colours and the 
same sounds."

Thus the facts given by Darwin indicate that the lower animals, like man, are capable of experiencing aesthetic 
pleasure, and that our aesthetic tastes sometimes coincide with those of the lower animals.

8 

9

“The taste for the beautiful,” he continues, "at least as far as female beauty is concerned, is not of a 
special nature in the human mind; for it differs widely in the different races of man, and is not quite the 
same even in the different nations of the 270 same race. Judging from the hideous ornaments, and the 
equallyhideous music admired by most savages, it might be urged that their aesthetic faculty was not so 
highly developed as in certain animals, for instance, as in birds."

  But these facts do not 
explain the origin of these tastes. And if biology does not explain the origin of our aesthetic tastes, still less can it 
explain their historical development. But let Darwin speak again. 

If the notion of the beautiful varies in the different nations of the same race, then obviously the reason for the 
variety is not tobe sought in biology. Darwin himself says that our search should be directed elsewhere. In the 
second English edition of his book, we find in the paragraph I have just quoted the following words which are not 
in the Russian translation of the first English edition, edited by I. M. Sechenov: "With cultivated men such, (i.e., 
aesthetic) sensations are however intimately associated with complex ideas and trains of thought."

10 

This is an extremely important statement. It refers us from biology to sociology, for it is evident that, in 
Darwin’s opinion, it is social causes that determine the fact that with cultivated men aesthetic sensations are 
associated with many complex ideas. But is Darwin right when he thinks that such association takes place only 
with cultivated men? No, he is not, and this can easily be seen. Let us take an example. It is known that the skins, 
claws and teeth of animals hold a very important place in the ornaments of primitive peoples. What is the reason? 
Is it the combinations of colour and line in these objects? No, the fact is that the savage decks himself, say, with 
the skin, claws and teeth of the tiger, or the skin and horns of the buffalo as a hint at his own agility and strength: 
he who has vanquished the agile one, is himself agile; he who has vanquished the strong, is himself strong. It is 
possible that superstition is also involved here. Schoolcraft tells us that the Red Indian tribes of western North 
America are extremely fond of ornaments made of the claws of the grizzly bear, the most ferocious beast of prey 
in those parts. The Indian warrior believes that the ferocity and courage of the grizzly bear are imparted to 
whoever decks himself with its claws. For him, as Schoolcraft observes, the claws are partly an ornament, partly 
an amulet.

11 

12 
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In this case of course it is impossible to conceive that the skins, claws and teeth of animals pleased the 
Indians originally solely because of the combinations of colour and line characteristic of these objects.13

Another example. It is known that the women of many African tribes wear iron rings on their arms and 
legs. Wives of rich men may sometimes be laden with thirty or forty pounds of such ornaments.

  No, the 
contrary assumption is far more likely, namely, that these objects were first worn solely as a badge of courage, 
agility and strength, and only later, and precisely because they were a badge of courage, agility and strength, did 
they begin to excite aesthetic sensations and acquire the character of oinaments. It follows, then, that "with the 
savage aesthetic sensations may not only be associated" with complex ideas, but may sometimes arise precisely 
under the influence of such ideas. 

14

This of course is most inconvenient, nevertheless these chains of slavery, as Schweinfurth calls them, are 
worn with pleasure. Why does the Negro woman take pleasure in wearing these heavy chains? Because, thanks to 
them, she seems beautiful to herself and to others. But why does she seem beautiful? This is the result of a fairly 
complex association of ideas. The passion for such ornaments is conceived by tribes which, in the words of 
Schweinfurth, are passing through the iron age, in other words, tribes with which iron is a precious metal. 
Precious things seem beautiful because they are associated with the idea of wealth. When a woman of the Dinka 
tribe puts on, say, twenty pounds of iron rings, she seems moie beautiful to herself and to others than she did when 
she wore only two pounds, that is, when ’she was poorer: Clearly, what counts.here is not the beauty of the rings, 
but the idea of wealth that is associated with them.  

  

A third example. The Eatokas in the upper reaches of thfr Zambezi consider a man ugly if his upper 
incisors have not been pulled out. Whence this strange conception of beauty? It arose from a fairly complex 
association of ideas. The Batokes pull out their upper incisors because they wish to resemble ruminant animals. 
To cur minds, a rather incomprehensible wish. But the Batokas are a pastoral tribe and almost worship their cows 
and oxen.15

Lastly, let us take an example given by Darwin himself, quoting Livingstone. The women of the 
Makololo tribe perforate the upper lip a.nd wear in the hole a large metal or bamboo ring; called a pelele.  When a 
chief of the tribe was asked why the women wear these rings, he, "evidently surprised at such a stupid question”, 
replied: "For beauty! They are the only beautiful things ’Women have. Men have beards, women have none. What 
kind of a person would she be without the pelele?" It is hard to say now 272 with certainty where the custom of 
wearing the pelele came from; but, obviously, its origin must be sought in some very complex association of 
ideas, and not in the laws of biology, with which, apparently, it has not the slightest (direct) connection.

 Here again, that which is precious is beautiful, and. aesthetic concepts spring from ideas of quite a 
different order. 

In view of these examples, I consider myself entitled to affirm that the sensations excited by certain 
combinations of colours or forms of objects are associated even in the mind of primitive man with very complex 
ideas, and many, at least, of these forms and combinations seem beautiful only thanks to such association. 

16 

How is it evoked? And whence come the complex ideas which are associated with the sensations excited 
in us at the sight of certain objects? Evidently, these questions cannot be answered by the biologist; they can be 
answered only by the sociologist.  And if the materialist view of history is better adapted to facilitate a solution 
than any other; if we find that the aforesaid association and complex ideas are, in the final analysis, determined 
and shaped by the state of the productive forces of the given society and its economy, it will have to be admitted 
that Darwinism in no way contradicts the materialist view of history which I have tried to describe. 

I cannot dwell at length here on the relation between Darwinism and this view. I shall however say a few 
more words on the subject. 

Consider the following lines: 
“It may be well first to premise that I do not wish to maintain that any strictly social animal, if its 

intellectual faculties were to become as active and as highly developed as in man, would acquire exactly the same 
moral sense as ours. 

“In the same manner as various animals have some sense of beauty, though they admire widely different 
objects, so they might have a sense of right and wrong, though led by it to follow widely different lines of 
conduct. 
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“If, for instance, to take an extreme case, men were reared under precisely the same conditions as hive-
bees, there can hardly be a doubt that our unmarried females would, like the worker-bees, think it a sacred 
duty to kill their brothers, and mothers would strive to kill their fertile daughters; and no one would think 
of interfering. Nevertheless, the bee, or any other social animal, would gain in our supposed case, as it 
appears to me, some feeling of right or wrong, or a conscience."

What follows from these words? That man’s moral concepts are not absolute; that they change with changes in 
the conditions in which he lives. 

17 

But what creates these conditions? What causes them to change? Darwin says nothing whatever on this 
point, and if we affirm and demonstrate that they are created by the state of the productive forces and change in 
consequence of the development of these forces, far from coming into conflict with Darwin, we shall be 
supplementing what he says, clarifying what he has failed to clarify, and shall be doing so by applying to the 
study of social phenomena the same principle that rendered him such immense service in biology. 

Generally, it would be very strange to draw a contrast between Darwinism and the view of history I 
defend. Darwin’s field was entirely different. He examined the descent of man as a zoological species. The 
supporters of the materialist view seek to explain the historical life of this species. Their field of investigation 
begins precisely where that of the Darwinists ends. Their work cannot replace what the Darwinists provide and, 
similarly, the most brilliant discoveries of the Darwinists cannot replace their investigations; they can only 
prepare the ground for them, just as the physicist prepares the ground for the chemist without his work in any way 
obviating the necessity for chemical investigations as such.18

But let us return to aesthetics. It is apparent from the words of Darwin I have quoted that he regarded the 
development of aesthetic taste from the same standpoint as the development of the moral sense. Men, and many 
animals, have a sense of the beautiful, that is, they have the faculty of experiencing a particular kind of pleasure 
(“aesthetic”) under the influence of certain objects or phenomena. But exactly which objects and phenomena 
afford them this pleasure depends on the conditions in which they grow up, live and function. It is because of 
human nature that man may have aesthetic tastes and concepts. It is the conditions surrounding him that 
determine the conversion of this possibility into a reality; they explain why a given social man (that is, a given 
society, a given people, or class) possesses particulal aesthetic tastes and concepts and not others. 

  It all boils down to this. The Darwinian theory was, 
in its time, a big and necessary advance in the development of biological science, and fully satisfied the strictest 
demands that could then have been made by this science of its devotees. Can this be said of the materialist view of 
history? Can it be affirmed that it was in its time a big and inevitable advance in the development of social 
science? And is it now capable of satisfying all the demands of this science? To this I reply: Yes, and yes again! 
And in these letters I hope to demonstrate, in part, that this confidence is not unfounded. 

This is the ultimate conclusion that follows automatically from what Darwin says on the subject. And this 
conclusion, of course, none of the believers in the materialist view of history would contest. Quite the contrary, 
they would all see in it a new confirmation of this view. It has surely never occurred to any of them to deny any of 
the generally known properties of human nature, or to interpret it in any arbitrary manner. All they said was that, 
if human nature is unchangeable, it cannot explain the historical process, which represents an aggregation of 
constantly changing phenomena, but that if, with the course of historical development, it changes itself, then 
obviously there must be an external reason for its changes. It therefore follows that in either case the task of the 
historian and the sociologist consists in something far more than discussing the properties of human nature. 

Let us take such a property of human nature as the tendency to imitate. Tarde, who has written a very 
interesting essay on the laws of imitation, regards it as the soul of society as it were. As he defines it, every social 
group is an aggregation of beings who partly imitate one another at the present time, and partly imitated one and 
the same model in the past. That imitation has played a very big part in the history of all our ideas, tastes, fashions 
and customs is beyond the slightest doubt. Its immense importance was already emphasised by the materialists of 
the last century: man consists entirely of imitation, Helvetius said. But it is just as little to be doubted that Tarde 
based his investigation of the laws of imitation on a false premise. 

When the restoration of the Stuarts in Britain temporarily re-established the rule of the old nobility, the 
latter, far from betraying the slightest tendency to imitate the extreme representatives of the revolutionary petty 
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bourgeoisie, the Puritans, evinced a very strong inclination for habits and tastes that were the very opposite of the 
Puritan rules of life. The strict morals of the Puritans gave way to the most incredible licentiousness. It became 
good form to like, and to do, the very things the Puritans forbade. The Puritans were very religious; high society 
at the time of the Restoration flaunted its impiety. The Puritans persecuted the theatre and literature; their 
downfall was the signal for a new and powerful infatuation for the theatre and literature. The Puritans wore short 
hair and condemned refinement in dress; after the Restoration, long wigs and luxurious costumes came into 
fashion. The Puritans forbade card games; after the Restoration, gambling became a passion, and so on and so 
forth.19

But no, I am putting it incorrectly. The tendency to imitation did not vanish among the Englishmen of the 
17th century: it probably manifested itself with all its former power in the relations between members of one and 
the same class. Beljame says of English high society of that period: "these people were not even unbelievers; they 
denied religion a priori, so as not to be taken for Roundheads, and so as to spare themselves the trouble of 
thinking."

  In a word, what operated here was not imitation, but contradiction, which evidently is likewise rooted in 
the properties of human nature. But why did this tendency to contradiction which is rooted in the properties of 
human nature manifest itself so powerfully in the relations between the bourgeoisie and the nobility in 17th-
century Britain? Because it was a century of very acute struggle between the nobility and the bourgeoisie, or, 
more correctly, between the nobility and the "third estate" generally. We may consequently say that, though man 
undoubtedly has a strong tendency to imitation, it manifests itself only in definite social relations, for example, 
those which existed in France in the 17th century, when the bourgeoisie readily, though not very successfully, 
imitated the nobility: recall Moliere’s Le Bourgeois gentilhomme. In other social relations the tendency to 
imitation vanishes and gives place to its opposite, which for the present I shall call the tendency to contradiction. 

20

“Once the stomach has been supplied with a certain quantity of food, it sets about its work in accordance 
with the general laws of stomachic digestion. But can one, with the help of these laws, reply to the question of 
why savoury and nourishing food descends every day into your stomach, while in mine it is a rare visitor? Do 
these laws explain why some eat too much, while others starve? It would seem that the explanation must be 
sought in some other sphere, in the working of some other kind of laws. The same is the case with the mind of 
man. Once it has been placed in a definite situation, once the environment supplies it with certain impressions, it 
co-ordinates them according to certain general laws ( moreover here, too, the results are varied in the extreme by 
the variety of impressions received). But what places it in that situation? What determines the influx and the 
character of new impressions? That is the question which cannot be answered by any laws of thought. 

 Of these people it may be said without fear of error that they denied religion from imitation.  But in 
imitating more serious atheists, they were contradicting the Puritans. Imitation was thus a source of 
contradiction. But we know that if the weaker minds among the English nobles imitated the atheism of the 
stronger, this was because atheism was good form, and it became so only by virtue of contradiction, solely as a 
reaction to Puritanism—a reaction which in its turn was a result of the aforesaid class struggle. Hence, beneath 
276 all this complex dialectic of mental phenomena lay facts of a social character. And this makes it clear to what 
extent, and in what sense, the conclusion I have drawn from some of Darwin’s statements is correct, the 
conclusion, namely, that it is because of human nature that man may have certain concepts (or tastes, or 
inclinations), but that the conversion of this possibility into a reality depends on the conditions surrounding him; 
it is because of these conditions that he has particular concepts (or inclinations, or tastes) and not others. If I am 
not mistaken, this is exactly what was said before me by a certain Russian partisan of the materialist view of 
history. 

“Furthermore, imagine that a resilient ball falls from a high tower. Its movement takes place according to 
a universally known and very simple law of mechanics. But suddenly the ball strikes an inclined plane. Its 
movement is changed in accordance with another, also very simple and universally known mechanical law. As a 
result, we have a broken line of movement, of which one can and must say that it owes its origin to the joint 
action of the two laws which have been mentioned. But where did the inclined plane which the ball struck come 
from? This is not explained either by the first or the second law, or yet by their joint action. Exactly the same is 
the case with human thought. Whence came the circumstances thanks to which its movements were subjected to 
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the combined action of such and such laws? This is not explained either by its individual laws or by their 
combined action." 

I am firmly convinced that the history of ideologies can be understood only by people who have 
thoroughly grasped this plain and simple truth. 

Let us proceed. When speaking of imitation, I referred to the very opposite tendency, which I called the 
tendency to contradiction. 

It must be examined more closely. 
We know how great a role is played in the expression of the emotions in man and animals by what 

Darwin calls the "principle of antithesis". "Certain states of the mind lead ... to certain habitual movements which 
were primarily, or may still be, of service; and we shall find that when a directly opposite state of mind is 
induced, there is a strong and involuntary tendency to the performance of movements of a directly opposite 
nature, though these have never been of any service."21

When a dog throws itself belly upwards at the feet of its master, its posture is as completely opposite as 
possible to any show of resistance and is an expression of complete submissiveness. Here the operation of the 
principle of antithesis is strikingly apparent. I think, however, that it is equally apparent in the following case 
reported by the traveller Burton. When Negroes of the Wanyamwezi tribe pass by a village inhabited by a hostile 
tribe, they do not carry arms so as to avoid provocation. But at home every one of them is always armed with at 
least a knobstick.

  Darwin cites many examples which show very 
convincingly that the "principle oj antithesis" does indeed account for a great deal in the expression of the 
emotions. I ask, is not its action to be observed in the origin and development of customs. 

22

The thought is the same in both cases—and so is its expression, that is, through an action that is the direct 
opposite of that which would have been inevitable if, instead of submissiveness, there had been hostile intent. 

  If, as Darwin observes, the dog which throws itself on its back seems to be saying to a man, 
or a strange dog, "Behold, I am your slave!"—the Wanyamwezi Negro, in laying aside his weapons at a time 
when arming would appear essential, thereby intimates to his enemy: "Nothing is farther from my thought than 
self-defence; I fully trust in your magnanimity." 

We also find the principle of antithesis manifested with striking clarity in customs which serve for the 
expression of grief. David and Charles Livingstone relate that no Negro woman ever appears in public without 
wearing ornaments, except in times of mourning for the dead.23

The coiffure of a Niam-Niam Negro is the object of great care and attention on the part of both himself 
and his wives, yet he will at once cuthis hair off in token of grief when anear relative dies.

  

24 In Africa, according 
to Du Chaillu, many Negro peoples put on dirty clothing on the death of a man who held an important position in 
the tribe.25  Some of the natives of Borneo express their grief by laying aside the cotton sarong they ordinarily 
wear and putting on clothes of bark, which used to be worn formerly.26  With the same object, some of the 
Mongolian tribes turn their clothing inside out.27

In the normal course of life it is considered useful to replace dirty clothing by clean; but in time of 
mourning, by virtue of the principle of antithesis, clean clothing is changed for dirty clothing. The aforesaid 
inhabitants of Borneo found it gratifying to wear cotton clothes instead of clothes of bark; but the principle of 
antithesis induces them to wear bark clothing when they want to express grief. The Mongolians, like all other 
people, naturally wear their clothes the right way out, but for the very reason that this seems natural to them in the 
ordinary course of life, they turn them inside out when the ordinary course of life is disturbed by some mournful 
event. And here is an even more striking example. Schweinfurth says that many African Negroes express grief by 
putting a rope round their neck.

  In all these cases, emotion is expressed by actions which are the 
opposite of those that are considered natural, necessary, useful or pleasant in the normal course of life. 

28

I am therefore convinced that a very substantial proportion of our customs owe their origin to the 
principle of antithesis. 

 Here grief is expressed by an emotion that is the very opposite of that suggested 
by the instinct of self-preservation. Very many examples of this kind could be cited. 

If my conviction is justified—and I believe it is fully justified— we may presume that the development of 
our aesthetic tastes is likewise, in part, prompted by its influence. Is this presumption corroborated by the facts? I 
think it is. 
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In Senegambia, wealthy Negro women wear shoes so small that they cannot accommodate the whole foot, 
by reason of which these ladies are distinguished by a very awkward gait. But this gait is considered extremely 
attractive.

How could it have come to be so regarded? 

29 

In order to understand this, it must first be observed that such shoes are not worn by poor Negro women 
who have to work, and they have an ordinary gait. They cannot walk in the way the rich coquettes do because this 
would result in great loss of time; the awkward gait of the wealthy women seems attractive precisely because they 
do not value time, being exempted from the necessity of working. In itself, this gait has no sense whatever; it 
acquires significance only by virtue of its contrast to the gait of the women burdened with work (and, hence, 
poor). 

Here the operation of the "principle of antithesis" is plain. But mark that it is induced by social causes, 
namely, the existence of property inequality among the Senegambian Negroes. 

Recalling what was said above about the morals of the British court nobility at the time of the 
Restoration, I hope you will readily agree that the tendency to contradiction they reveal represents a particular 
instance of the action of Darwin’s principle of antithesis in social psychology. But here another point should be 
observed. 

Such virtues as industriousness, patience, sobriety, thrift, strict domestic morals, etc., were very useful to 
the British bourgeoisie when it was seeking to win a more exalted position in society. But vices that were the 
opposite of the bourgeois virtues were useless, to say the least, to the British nobility in its struggle for survival 
against the bourgeoisie. They did not provide it with any new weapons in this struggle, and arose only as a 
psychological result. What was useful to the British nobility was not its inclination for vices that were the 
opposite of the bourgeois virtues, but rather the emotion that prompted this inclination, namely, hatred of a class 
whose complete triumph would signify the equally complete abolition of the privileges of the aristocracy. The 
inclination for vice was only a correlative variation (if I may here use a term borrowed from Darwin). Such 
correlative variations are quite common in social psychology. They must be taken into account. But it is just as 
necessary to bear in mind that they too, in the final analysis, are induced by social causes. 

We know from the history of English literature how strongly the aesthetic concepts of the upper class 
were affected by the psychological operation of the principle of antithesis to which I have referred, and which was 
evoked by the class struggle. British aristocrats who lived in France during their exile became acquainted with 
French literature and the French theatre, which were an exemplary and unique product of a refined aristocratic 
society, and therefore were far more in harmony with their own aristocratic inclinations than the English theatre 
and English literature of Elizabethan times. After the Restoration, the English stage and English literature fell 
under the domination of French taste. Shakespeare was scorned in the same way as he was subsequently scorned, 
when they came to know him, by the French, who adhered to the Classical tradition—that is, as a "drunken 
savage". His Romeo and Juliet was considered “bad”, and his Midsummer Night’s Dream, ridiculous and 
insipid”; his Henry VIII was "a simple thing”, his 280 Othello, "a mean thing".30 This attitude did not fully 
disappear even in the following century. Hume thought that Shakespeare’s dramatic genius was commonly 
overrated for the same reason that, deformed and disproportionate bodies give the impression of being very large. 
He accused the great dramatist of "total ignorance of all theatrical art and conduct”. Pope regretted that 
Shakespeare wrote "for the people" and managed to get along without "the protection of his prince and the 
encouragement of the court”. Even the celebrated Garrick, an ardent admirer of Shakespeare, strove to ennoble 
his “idol”. In his performances of Hamlet he omitted the gravediggers’ scene as being too coarse. Pie supplied 
King Lear with a happy ending. But the democratic section of the English theatre-going public continued to 
cherish the warmest regard for Shakespeare. Garrick was aware that in adapting his plays, he was incurring the 
risk of evoking the stormy protest of this section of the public. His French friends, in their letters, complimented 
him for the “courage” with which he faced this danger: "car je connais la populace anglaise,” one of them added.

The laxity of aristocratic morals in the second half of the 17th century was, as we know, reflected on the 
English stage, where it assumed truly incredible proportions. Nearly all the comedies written in England between 
1660 and 1690 were almost without exception what Eduard Engel calls pornographic.

31 

32 In view of this, it might 
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be said a priori that sooner or later, in accordance with the principle of antithesis, a type of dramatic works was 
bound to appear in England whose chief purpose would be to depict and extol the domestic virtues and middle-
class purity of morals. And in due course this type really was produced by the intellectual representatives of the 
English bourgeoisie. But I shall have to speak of this type of dramatic works later, when I discuss the French 
"tearful comedy". 

As far as I know, the importance of the principle of antithesis in the history of aesthetic concepts was 
noted most keenly and denned most cleverly by Hippolite Taine.33

In his witty and interesting Voyage aux Pyrenees, he describes a conversation he had with a "table 
companion”, Monsieur Paul 281 who, to all appearances, expresses the views of the author himself: "You are 
going to Versailles,” Monsieur Paul says, "and you cry out against 17th-century taste__ But cease for a moment to 
judge from your needs and habits of today.... We are right when we admire wild scenery, just as they were right 
when they were bored by such landscapes. Nothing was more ugly in the 17th century than real mountains.

  

34 They 
evoked in them many unpleasant ideas. People who had just emerged from an era of civil war and semibarbarism 
were reminded by them of hunger, of long journeys on horseback in rain and snow, of inferior black bread mixed 
with chaff, of filthy, vermin-ridden hostelries. They were tired of barbarism, as we are tired of civilization. These 
... mountains give us a respite from our sidewalks, our offices and our shops. Wild scenery pleases us only for this 
reason. And if it were not for this reason, it would be just as repulsive to us as it was to Madame de Maintenon."

A wild landscape pleases us because of its contrast to the urban scenes of which we are tired.Urban 
scenes and formal gardens pleased 17th-century people because of their contrast to wild places. Here the 
operation of the "principle of antithesis" is unquestionable. But just because it is unquestionable it is a clear 
illustration of the way psychological laws may serve as a key to the history of ideology in general, and to the 
history of art in particular. 

35 

The principle of antithesis played the same role in the psychology of the people of the 17th century as it 
plays in the psychology of our contemporaries. Why, then, are our aesthetic tastes the opposite of those of 17th-
century people? 

Because we live in an entirely different situation. We are thus brought back to our familiar conclusion, 
namely, that it is because of man’s psychological nature that he may have aesthetic concepts, and that Darwin’s 
principle of antithesis (Hegel’s “contradiction”) plays an extremely important and hitherto insufficiently 
appreciated role in the mechanism of these concepts. But why a particular social man has particular tastes and not 
others, why certain objects and not others afford him pleasure, depends on the surrounding conditions. The 
example given by Taine also provides a good indication of the character of these conditions; it shows that they are 
social conditions which, in their aggregate, are determined—I put it vaguely for the time being—by the 
development of human culture.

Here I foresee an objection on your part. You will say: "Let us grant that the example given by Taine does 
point to social conditions as the cause which brings the basic laws of our psychology into operation; let us grant 
that the examples you yourself gave point to the same thing. But is it not possible to cite examples that prove 
something quite different? Are we not familiar with examples which show that the laws of our psychology begin 
to operate under the influence of surrounding nature?" 
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Of course we are, I answer; and even the example given by Taine relates to our attitude towards 
impressions produced on us by nature.  But the whole point is that the influence exerted upon us by these 
impressions changes as our attitude towards nature changes, and the latter is determined by the development of 
our (that is, social) culture. 

The example given by Taine refers to landscape.  Mark, sir, that landscape has not by any means 
occupied a constant place in the history of painting. Michelangelo and his contemporaries ignored it. It began to 
flourish in Italy only at the very end of the Renaissance, at the moment of its decline. 

Nor did it have an independent significance for the French artists of the 17th, and even the 18th centuries. 
The situation changed abruptly in the 19th century, when landscape began to be valued for its own sake, and 
young artists—Flers, Cabat, Theodore Rousseau—sought in the lap of nature, in the environs of Paris, in 
Fontainebleau and Melun, inspiration the possibility of which was not even suspected by artists of the time of Le 
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Brun or Boucher. Why? Because social relations in France had changed, and this was followed by a change in the 
psychology of the French. Thus in different periods of social development man receives different impressions 
from nature because he looks at it from different viewpoints. 

The operation of the general laws of man’s psychical nature does not cease, of course, in any of these 
periods. But as in the various periods, owing to the different social relations, the material that enters man’s head is 
not alike, it is not surprising that the end results are not alike either. 

One more example. Some writers have expressed the thought that everything in a man’s external 
appearance that resembles the features of lower animals seems to us ugly. This is true of civilised peoples, though 
even with them there are quite a number of exceptions: a "leonine head" does not seem unsightly to any of us. But 
notwithstanding such exceptions, it may be affirmed that when man comes to realise that he is an incomparably 
higher being than any of his kindred in the animal world, he fears to resemble them and even endeavours to 
underline, to exaggerate the dissimilarity.

But this assertion is not true of primitive peoples. We know that some of them pull out their upper 
incisors in order to resemble ruminant animals, others file them in order to resemble beasts of prey, still others 
plait their hair into the shape of horns, and so on almost ad infinitum.

37 
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Often this tendency to imitate animals is connected with the religious beliefs of primitive peoples.
   

39

But that does not alter things in the least. 
  

For if primitive man had looked on lower animals with our eyes, they would probably have found no 
place in his religious ideas. He looks at them differently. Why differently? Because he stands on a different level 
of culture. Hence, if in one case man strives to resemble lower animals and in another to differentiate himself 
from them, this depends on the state of his culture, that is, again on those social conditions to which I have 
referred. Here, however, I can express myself more precisely: I would say that it depends on the degree of 
development of his product ive forces, on his mode of production. And in order not to be accused of exaggeration 
and “one-sidedness”, I shall let von den Steinen, the learned German traveller I have already quoted, speak for 
me. "We shall only then understand these people,” he says of the Brazilian Indians, "when we regard them as the 
product of the hunter’s way of life. The most important part of their experience is associated with the animal 
world, and it was on the basis of this experience that their outlook was formed. Correspondingly, their art motifs, 
too, are borrowed with tedious uniformity from the animal world. It may be said that all their wonderfully rich art 
is rooted in their life as hunters."40

Chernyshevsky once wrote, in his dissertation on The Aesthetic Relation of Art to Reality: "What pleases 
us in plants is their freshness of colour and luxuriant abundance of form, for they reveal a life full of strength and 
freshness. A withering plant is unpleasant; so is a plant which has little vital sap.” Chernyshevsky’s dissertation is 
an extremely interesting and unique example of the application of the general principles of Feuerbachian 
materialism to aesthetic problems. 

  

But history was always a weak point with this materialism, and this is clearly to be seen in the lines I have 
just quoted: "What pleases us in plants__" 

Who is meant by “MS”? The tastes of men vary extremely, as Chernyshevsky himself pointed out many a 
time in this same work. We know that primitive tribes—the Bushmen and Australians, for example—never adorn 
themselves with flowers although they live in countries where flowers abound. It is said that the Tasmanians were 
an exception in this respect, but it is no longer possible to verify the truth of this statement: the Tasmanians are 
285 extinct. At any rate, it is very well known that the ornamental art of primitive—more exactly, hunting— 
peoples borrows its motifs from the animal world, and that plants have no place in it. And modern science 
attributes this, too, to nothing but I he state of the productive forces. 

“The ornamental motifs borrowed by hunting tribes from nature,” says Ernst Grosse, "consist exclusively 
of animal and human forms. Thus they select those things which are to them of greatest practical interest. The 
primitive hunter leaves the gathering of plants, which is also of course necessary for him, to his womenfolk, as an 
inferior occupation, and shows no interest in it whatever. This explains why we do not find in his ornaments even 
a trace of the plant motifs which are so richly developed in the decorative art of civilised peoples. Actually, the 
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transition from animal to plant ornaments is symbolical of a great advance in the history of civilisation—the 
transition from hunting to agriculture."41

If all this is true, we can now modify as follows the conclusion we drew from Darwin’s words: it is the 
psychological nature of the primitive hunter which determines that he may have aesthetic tastes and concepts 
generally, but it is the state of his productive forces, his hunter’s mode of life, which leads to his acquiring 
particular aesthetic tastes and concepts, and not others. This conclusion, while throwing vivid light on the art of 
the hunting tribes, is at the same time another argument in favour of the materialist view of history. 

  

(With civilised peoples the technique of production exercises a direct influence on art far more rarely. 
This fact, which would seem to testify against the materialist view of history, actually provides brilliant 
confirmation of it. But we shall leave this point for another occasion.)42

I shall now pass to another psychological law which has also played a big role in the history of art and 
which has likewise not received the attention it deserves. 

  

Burton says of certain African Negroes he knew that they had a poorly developed sense of music, but 
were nevertheless astonishingly sensitive to rhythm: "the fisherman will accompany his paddle, the porter his 
trudge, and the housewife her task of rubbing down grain, with song".43 Casalis says the same thing of the Kaffirs 
of the Basuto tribe, whom he studied very thoroughly. ”The women of this tribe wear metal rings on their arms 
which jangle at every movement. They not infrequently gather together to grind their corn on the handmills, and 
accompany the measured movement of the arms with a chant which strictly corresponds to the rhythmical sound 
emitted by the bracelets."44 The men of this tribe, Casalis says, when they are at work softening hides, "at every 
movement utter a strange sound, whose significance I was unable to elucidate".45 What this tribe likes particularly 
in music is rhythm, and they enjoy most those songs in which it is most strongly marked.46 In their dances the 
Basutos beat time with their hands and feet, intensifying the sound thus produced with the help of rattles hung 
around their bodies.47 The Brazilian Indians likewise reveal a strong sense of rhythm in their music, but are very 
weak in melody and apparently have not the slightest idea of harmony.48 The same must be said of the Australian 
aborigines.49 In a word, rhythm has a colossal significance with all primitive peoples. Sensitivity to rhythm, and 
musical ability generally, seem to constitute one of the principal properties of the psycho-physiological nature of 
man. And not only of man. Darwin says that the ability at least to perceive if not to enjoy musical time and 
rhythm is apparently common to all animals and is undoubtedly connected with the physiological nature of their 
nervous system.50

As is apparent from the facts I have quoted, it is because of man’s ability to perceive and enjoy rhythm 
that the primitive producer readily conforms in the course of his work to a definite time, and accompanies his 
bodily movements with measured sounds of the voice or the rhythmical clang of objects suspended from his 
person. But what determines the time observed by the primitive producer? Why do his bodily movements in the 
process of production conform to a particular measure, and not another? This depends on the technological 
character of the given production process, on the technique of the given form of production. With primitive tribes 
each kind of work has its own chant, whose tune is precisely adapted to the rhythm of the body movements 
characteristic of that kind of work.

  In view of this, it might be presumed that the manifestation of this ability, which man shares 
with other animals, is not connected with the conditions of his social life in general, or with the state of his 
productive forces in particular. But although this presumption may appear very natural at a first glance, it will not 
stand the criticism of facts. Science has shown that such a connection does exist. And mark, sir, that science has 
done so in the person of a most distinguished economist—Karl Biicher. 

51 With the development of the productive forces the importance of rhythmic 
activity in the production process diminishes, but even with civilised peoples—the German peasants, for example 
—each season of the year, according to Biicher, has its own work sounds, and each kind of work its own music.

It should also be observed that, depending on how the work is done—whether by one producer or by a 
body—songs arise either for one singer or for a whole choir, and the latter kind are likewise divided into several 
categories. And in all cases, the rhythm of the song is strictly determined by the rhythm of the production process. 
Nor is this all. The technological character of the process has a decisive influence also on the content of the song 
accompanying the work. A study of the interconnection between work, music and poetry leads Biicher to the 
conclusion that "in the early stage of their development work, music and poetry were intimately connected with 
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one another, but the basic element in this trinity was work, the other elements having only a subordinate 
significance".53

Since the sounds which accompany many production processes have a musical effect in themselves, and 
since, moreover, the chief thing in music for primitive peoples is rhythm, it is not difficult to understand how their 
simple musical productions were elaborated from the sounds resulting from the impact of the instruments of 
labour on their object.  This was done by accentuating these sounds, by introducing a certain variety into their 
rhythm, and generally by adapting them to express human emotions.

  

54

The first to undergo such transformation must have been instruments with which the producer simply 
struck the object of his labour. We know that the drum is extremely widespread among primitive peoples, and is 
still the only musical instrument of some of them. String instruments originally belonged to the same category, for 
the primitive musicians play upon them by striking the strings. Wind instruments hold a minor place with them: 
the most frequent to be met with is the flute, which is often played as an accompaniment of work performed in 
common, in order to lend it a rhythmic regularity.

 But for this, it was first necessary to 
modify the instruments of labour, which in this way became transformed into musical instruments. 

55 I cannot discuss here in detail Bucher’s views concerning the 
origin of poetry; it will be more convenient to do so in a subsequent letter. I shall only say briefly that Biicher is 
convinced that it originated from energetic rhythmical movements of the body, especially tho movements which 
we call work, and that this is true not only of poetical form, but also of content.

If Biicher’s remarkable conclusions are correct, then we are entitled to say that man’s nature (the 
physiological nature of his nervous system) gave him the ability to perceive musical rhythm and to enjoy it, while 
his technique of production determined the subsequent development of this ability. 
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The close connection between the state of the productive forces of the so-called primitive peoples and 
their art had been recognised by investigators long ago. But as the vast majority of them adhered to an idealist 
standpoint, they, as it were, recognised this connection despite themselves and explained it incorrectly. For 
example, the well-known historian of art, Wilhelm Liibke, says that the art productions of primitive peoples bear 
the stamp of natural necessity, whereas those of the civilised nations are infused with intellectual consciousness. 
This differentiation rests on nothing but idealist prejudice. In reality, the art of civilised peoples is no less under 
the sway of necessity than primitive art. The only difference is that with civilised peoples the direct dependence 
of art on technology and mode of production disappears. I know, of course, that this is a very big difference. But I 
also know that it is determined by nothing else than the development of the social productive forces, which leads 
to the division of social labour among different classes. Far from refuting the materialist view of the history of art, 
it provides convincing evidence in its favour. 

I shall also point to the "law of symmetry”. Its importance is great and unquestionable. In what is it 
rooted? Probably in the structure of man’s own body, likewise the bodies of animals: only the bodies of cripples 
and deformed persons are unsymmetrical, and they must always have produced an unpleasant impression on 
physically normal people. Hence, the ability to enjoy symmetry was likewise imparted to us by nature. But we 
cannot say how far this ability would have developed if it had not been strengthened and fostered by the very 
mode of life of the primitive peoples. We know that primitive man was principally a hunter. One effect of this 
mode of life, as we have already learned, is that motifs borrowed from the animal world predominate in his 
ornamental art. And this induces the primitive artist—already from a very early age—to pay attentive heed to the 
law of symmetry.

That man’s sense of symmetry is trained precisely on these models, is to be seen from the fact that 
savages (and not only savages) have a preference in their ornamental art for horizontal, rather than vertical 
symmetry
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58: glance at the figure of the first man or animal you meet (not deformed, of course), and you will see 
that its symmetry is of the former, not the latter type. It should also be borne in mind that weapons and utensils 
often required a symmetrical shape because of their very character and purpose. Lastly, as Grosse quite rightly 
observes, if the Australian savage, when ornamenting his shield, is just as cognizant of the importance of 
symmetry as were the highly civilised builders of the Parthenon, then it is obvious that the sense of symmetry 
cannot in itself explain the history of art, and that we must say in this case as in all others: it is nature that imparts 

409



an ability to man. but the exercise and practical application of this ability is determined by the development of his 
culture. 

Here again I deliberately employ a vague expression: culture.  You will, on reading it, exclaim with heat: 
"Nobody has ever denied this! All we say is that the development of culture is not determined solely by the 
development of the productive forces, by economics!" 

Alas, I am only too well acquainted with this kind of objection. And I confess that I have never been able 
to understand why even intelligent people fail to observe the frightful logical blunder that lies at the bottom of it. 

For indeed you, sir, would like the development of culture to be determined by other “factors” as well. 1 
ask: is art one of them? You will, of course, say that it is, whereupon we get the following situation: the 
development of human culture is determined, among other things, by the development of art. and the development 
of art is determined by the development of human culture. And you will be constrained to say the same thing of 
all the other “factors”: economics, civil law, political institutions, morals, etc. What follows? Why, this: the 
development of human culture is determined by the operation of all the foregoing factors, and the development of 
all the foregoing factors is determined by the development of culture. This is the old logical fallacy for which our 
forebears had so strong a propensity:—What does the earth rest on? On whales. And the whales? On water. The 
water? On the earth. And the earth? On whales—and so on in the same astonishing rotation. 

You will agree that one must try, after all, to reason a little more seriously when investigating serious 
problems of social development. 

I am deeply convinced that criticism (more exactly, scientific theory of aesthetics) can now advance only 
if it rests on the materialist conception of history. I also think that in its past development, too, criticism acquired 
a firmer basis, the nearer its exponents approached to the view of history I advocate. In illustration, I shall point to 
the evolution of criticism in France. 

There its evolution was closely linked with the development of historical thought generally. As I have 
already said, the 18 thcentury Enlighteners looked upon history from an idealist standpoint. They saw in the 
accumulation and dissemination of knowledge the chief and most profound cause of man’s historical progress. 
But if the advance of science and the development of human thought generally really are the chief and paramount 
cause of historical progress, it is natural to ask: what determines the progress of thought itself? From the 18th-
century point of view, only one answer was possible: the nature of man, the immanent laws governing the 
development of his thought. But if man’s nature determines the whole development of his thought, then it is 
obvious that it also determines the development of literature and art. Hence, man’s nature—and it alone—can, 
and should furnish the key to the development of literature and art in the civilised world. 

Because of the properties of human nature, men pass through various ages: childhood, youth, adulthood, 
etc. Literature and art. in their development, pass through the same ages. 

“Was there ever a people that was not first a poet and then a thinker?" Grimm asks in his Correspondance 
littéraire,^^88^^ wishing to say thereby that the heyday of poetry coincides with the childhood and youth of 
peoples, and the progress of philosophy with their adulthood. This 18th-century view was inherited by the 19th 
century. We even meet with it in the celebrated book of Madame de Stael, De la litterature consideree dans ses 
rapports avec les institutions societies, where at the same time there are quite substantial rudiments of an entirely 
different view. "Examining the three different periods in Greek literature.” Madame de Stael says, "we observe a 
natural movement of the human mind. Homer is characteristic of the first period; in the age of Pericles, we remark 
the rapid progress of drama, eloquence and morals and the beginnings of philosophy; in the time of Alexander, a 
more profound study of the philosophical sciences became the principal occupation of men distinguished in 
literature. Of course, a definite degree of 291 development of the human mind is required to attain the highest 
peaks of poetry; nevertheless this branch of literature is bound to lose some of its brilliance when the progress of 
civilisation and philosophy corrects some of the errors of the imagination."

This means that if a nation has emerged from its youth, its poetry is bound in one degree or another to 
pass into decline. 

59 

Madame de Stael knew that the modern nations, despite all their intellectual achievements, had not 
produced a single poetical work that could be ranked above the Iliad or the Odyssey.  This fact threatened to shake 
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her confidence in the constant and progressive perfection of mankind, and she was therefore unwilling todiscard 
the theory of the various ages she had inherited from the 18th century, with the help of which the difficulty in 
question could be easily resolved. 

For as we see, from the standpoint of this theory the decline of poetry was a symptom of the intellectual 
adulthood of the civilised nations of the modern world. But when Madame de Stael abandons these similes as she 
passes to the history of the literature of modern nations, she is able to look at it from an entirely different 
standpoint. Particularly interesting in this respect are the chapters in her book which discuss French literature. 
"French gaiety and French taste have become proverbial in all the European countries,” she observes in one of 
these chapters. "This taste and this gaiety were commonly attributed to the national character; but what is the 
character of a nation if not a result of the institutions and conditions which have influenced its prosperity, its 
interests and its customs? In these past ten years, even at the calmest moments of the revolution, the most piquant 
contrasts failed to prompt a single epigram or a single witticism.Many of the men who acquired great influence on 
the destiny of France possessed neither elegance of expression nor brilliance of mind; it may even be that their 
influence was in part due to their moroseness, taciturnity and cold ferocity."60

And if the nature of any nation is a product of its historical development, then obviously it could not have 
been the prime mover of this development. From which it follows that literature, being a reflection of a nation’s 
spiritual character, is a product of the same historical conditions that begot the national character. Hence, it is not 
human nature, nor the character of the given nation, but its history and its social system that explain its literature. 
It is from this standpoint that Madame de Stael considers the literature of France. The chapter she devotes to 17 
thcentury French literature is an extremely interesting attempt to explain its predominating character by the social 
and political relations prevailing in France at the time, and by the psychology of the French nobility, regarded 
from the standpoint of its attitude to the monarchical power. 

 Whom these lines are hinting at, 
and how far the hint accords with the facts, is not of importance to us here. The only thing we have to note is that, 
in Madame de StaeTs opinion, national character is a product of historical conditions. But what is national 
character, if not human nature as manifested in the spiritual characteristics of the given nation? 

Here we find some very subtle observations on the psychology of the ruling class of that period, and some 
very penetrating ideas concerning the future of French literature."With a new political order in France, no matter 
what form it may take,” Madame de Stael says, "we shall see nothing like it (the literature of the 17th century), 
and this will be a good proof that the so-called French wit and French elegance were only a direct and necessary 
product of the monarchical institutions and customs which had existed in France for many centuries.”61

In France, it was reiterated by Guizot in his literary essays.

 This new 
opinion, which holds that literature is a product of the social system, gradually became the predominant opinion in 
European criticism in the 19th century. 

62

Taine was firmly convinced that "every change in the situation of people leads to a change in their 
mentality". 

 It was also expressed by Sainte-Beuve who, 
it is true, accepted it only with reservations. Lastly, it was fully and brilliantly reflected in the works of Taine. 

But it is the mentality of any given society that explains its literature and its art. for "the productions of 
the human spirit, like the productions of living nature, are only explicable in relation to their environment”. 
Hence, in order to understand the history of the art and literature of any country, one must study the changes that 
have taken place in the situation of its inhabitants. This is an undoubted truth. And one has only to read his 
Philosophic de I’art, Histoire de la litterature anglaise or Voyage en Italie to find many a vivid and talented 
illustration of this truth. Nevertheless, like Madame de Stael and other of his predecessors, Taine adhered to the 
idealist view of history, and this prevented him from drawing from the unquestionable truth that he so vividly and 
so talentedly illustrated, all the benefit that might be drawn from it by an historian of literature and art. 

Since the idealist regards the advance of the human mind as the ultimate cause of historical progress, it 
follows from what Taine says that the mentality of people is determined by their situation, and that their situation 
is determined by their mentality. This led to a number of contradictions and difficulties, which Taine, like the 
18th-century philosophers, resolved by appealing to human nature, which with him took the form of race.  What 
doors he sought to open with this key may be clearly seen from the following example. We know that the 
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Renaissance began earlier in Italy than anywhere else, and that Italy, generally, was the first country to end the 
mediaeval way of life. What caused this change in the situation of the Italians?—The properties of the Italian 
race, Taine replies.63 I leave it to you to judge how satisfactory this explanation is and shall pass to another 
example. In the Sciara Palace in Rome, Taine sees a landscape by Poussin, and he observes in this connection that 
the Italians, because of the specific qualities of their race, have a peculiar notion of landscape; to them, it is 
nothing but a villa, only a villa of enlarged dimensions, whereas the German race loves nature for its own sake.64 
Yet in another place Taine himself says in reference to Poussin’s landscapes: "To really appreciate them, one 
must be a lover of (Classical) tragedy, Classical poetry, of ornate etiquette and signoral or monarchical grandeur. 
Such sentiments are infinitely remote from those of our contemporaries."65

You are aware, sir, that Taine’s opinions were contested by writers of very different views. I do not know 
what you think of their contentions, but I would say that none of Taine’s critics succeeded in shaking the thesis 
which is the sum and substance of nearly everything that is true in his theory of aesthetics, namely, that art is the 
product of man’s mentality, and that man’s mentality changes with his situation. And similarly, none of them 
detected the fundamental contradiction whichrendered any further fruitful development of Taine’s views 
impossible; none of them observed that, according to his view of history, man’s mentality is determined by his 
situation, yet is itself the ultimate cause of that situation. Why did none of them observe this? Because their own 
views of history were permeated by this same contradiction. But what is this contradiction? Of what elements is it 
composed? It is composed of two elements, one of which is called the idealist and the other the materialist view 
of history. When Taine said that people’s mentality changes with a change in their situation, he was a materialist; 
but when this selfsame Taine said that the situation of people is determined by their mentality, he was repeating 
the idealist view of the 18th century. It need scarcely be added that it was not this latter view that suggested the 
best of his opinions on the history of literature and art. 

 But_ why are the sentiments of our 
contemporaries so unlike those of the people who loved ornate etiquette, Classical tragedy and Alexandrine verse? 
Is it because the Frenchmen of the time of Le Roi Soleil, say, were people of a different race than the Frenchmen 
of the 19th century? A strange question! Did not Taine himself emphatically and insistently reiterate that the 
mentality of people changes when their situation changes? We have not forgotten this, and repeat after him: the 
situation of the people of our time is extremely unlike that of the people of the 17th century, and therefore their 
sentiments are very different from those of the contemporaries of Boileau and Racine.It remains to learn why the 
situation has changed, that is, why the ancien regime has given place to the present bourgeois order, and why the 
Bourse now rules in the country where Louis XIV could say almost without exaggeration "L’etat c’est moi”. And 
this question is answered quite satisfactorily by the economic history of the country. 

What conclusion is to be drawn from this? It is that the contradiction which ruled out any fruitful 
development of the intelligent and profound views of the French art critics could have been avoided only by a 
man who said: The art of any people is determined by its mentality; its mentality is a product of its situation, and 
its situation is determined in the final analysis by the state of its productive forces and its relations of production. 
But a man who had said this would have been enunciating the materialist view of history.... 

But I see that it is high time to close. Well, until the next letter! Forgive me if I have chanced to annoy 
you by the “narrowness” of my views. Next time I shall deal with the art of primitive peoples, and I hope to show 
that my views are not at all as narrow as you thought, and probably still think. 
   
Notes: 
[1]   «COHHH6HHH rp. lOJICTOrO. npOHBBefleHHH C8MHX HOCJieflHHX 
MocKBa, 1898, cip. 78. [Works of Count Tolstoy. Latest Writings, Moscow, 1898, p. 78.] 
[2]   Ibid., p. 77.  
[3]   Ibid., p. 85. 
[4]   The Greeks had a special importance in Saint-Simon’s eyes since, in his opinion, "c’est chez les Grecs que 1’esprit 
humain a commence a s’ occuper seiieusement de 1’organisation sociale" ["it was with the Greeks that the human mind first 
began to occupy itself seriously with the organisation of society"]. 
[5]   See his Memoire sur la science de Vhomme. 
[6]   Cours de philosophie positive, Paris, 1869, t. I, pp. 40–41. 
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[7]   Several years ago there appeared in Paris a book by A. Espinas called Histoire de la Technologic, which is an attempt to 
explain the development of the world outlook of the ancient Greeks by the development of their productive forces. It is an 
extremely important and interesting attempt for which we should be very grateful to Espinas, despite the fact that his inquiry 
is erroneous in many particulars. 
[8]   «IIpOHCxo}KneHHe qoJioDeKa», FJI. II, cxp. 45. [Here and below Plekhanov is quoting from the Russian translation 
of Darwin’s The Descent of Man, St. Petersburg, 1899; translation edited by Prof. I. M.Sechenov; Ch. II, p. 45.] 
[9]   In the opinion of Wallace, Darwin greatly exaggerated the importance of the aesthetic sense in sexual selection of 
animals. Leaving it to the biologists to decide how far Wallace is right, I shall assume that Darwin’s idea is absolutely 
correct, and you will agree, sir, that this assumption is the least favourable for my purpose. 
[10]   JiapBHH, <<flponcxojKp,CHne iejioriCKa», Ch. II, p. 45. 
[11]   The Descent of Man, London, 1883, p. 92. These words are probably in the newf Russian translation of Darwin, but the 
book is not just now at my disposal. 
[12]   Schoolcraft, Historical and Statistical Information Respecting the History, Condition and Prospects of the Indian 
Tribes of the United States, Vol. Ill, p. 216. 
[13]   There are cases when such objects please solely because of their colour, but of this later. 
[14]   Schweinfurth, Au cceurdel’Afrique, Paris, 1875, t. I, p. 148. See also Du Chaillu, Voyages et aventures dans I’Afrique 
equatoriale, Paris, 1863, p. 11. 
[15]   Schweinfurth, 1. c., I, p. 147. 
[16]   I shall later endeavour to explain it in relation to the development of the productive forces in primitive society. 
[17]   «IIpOHCX05KfleHHe ’IOJ10BCKa», Vol. I, p. 52. 
[18]   I must here make a reservation. When I maintain that Darwinian biologists prepare the ground for sociological 
inquiries, this must be understood only in the sense that the achievements of biology—in so far as it is concerned with the 
development of organic forms—cannot but contribute to the perfection of the scientific method in sociology, in so far as the 
latter is concerned with the development of the social organisation and its products’. human thoughts and emotions. But I do 
not share the social views of Darwinists like Haeckel. It has already been pointed out in our literature that the Darwinian 
biologists do not employ Darwin’s method in their discussions of human society, and only elevate to an ideal the instincts of 
the animals (principally beasts of prey) which were the object of the great biologist’s investigations. Darwin was far from 
being “sattelfest” [“well-grounded”] in social questions; but the social views which ho conceived as deductions from his 
theory little resemble those which the majority of Darwinists deduce from it. Darwin believed that the development of the 
social instincts was "highly beneficial to the species". This view cannot be shared by Darwinists who preach a social struggle 
of each against all. True, Darwin says that "there should be open competition for all men; and the most able should not be 
prevented by laws or customs from succeeding best and rearing the largest number of offspring”. But these words are quoted 
in vain by the believers in a social war of each against all. Let them remember the Saint-Simonists. They said the same of 
competition as Darwin, but in the name of competition they demanded social reforms which would hardly have been 
favoured by Haeckel and his followers. There is competition and competition, just as, in the words of Sganarelle, there are 
fagots and fagots. 
[19]   Cf. Alexandra Beljame, Le Publicet lesHommesde lettres en Angleterre du dix-huitieme si’ecle, Paris, 1881, pp. 1-10. 
Cf. also Taine, Histoire de la litterature anglaise, t. II, p. 443 ct soq. 
[20]   L. c., pp. 7-8. 
[21]   «0 BbipajKemiH omymeiiHii (3MOu,iiii) y HeJioseKa H JKHBOTHUX». PycCK. nep., Cn6., 1872, cip. 43. 
[Plekhanov is quoting from the Russian translation of Darwin’s The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals, St. 
Petersburg, 1872, p. 43.] 
[22]   Voyage aux grands lacs de VA/rique orientate, Paris, 1862, p. 610.  
[23]   Exploration du Zambeze et de ses affluents, Paris, 1866, p. 109.  
[24]   Schwoinfurth, Au cceur de I’Afrique, t. II, p. 33. 
[25]   Voyages et aventures dans I’Afrique equatoriale, p. 268. 
[26] Ratzel, Volkerkunde, B. I, Einleitung, S. 65.  
[27]   Ratzel, 1. c., B. II, S. 347.  
[28]   Au cceur de VAjrique, t. I, p. 151. 
[29]   L. J. B. Bérenger-Feraud, Les peuplades de la Senegambie, * ftns) io/yj p. 11, 
[30]   Beljame, ibid., pp. 40–41. Cf. Taine, 1. c., pp. 508–12. 
[31]   ["for I know the English mob"] On this point, see the interesting inquiry of J. J. Jusserand, Shakespeare en France sous 
Vanclen regime, Paris, 1898, pp. 247–48. 
[32]   Geschichte der englischen Literatur, 3 Auflage, Leipzig, 1897, s. 264.  
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[33]   Tarde had an excellent opportunity to investigate the psychological operation of this principle in his L’opposition 
universelle, essai d’une theorie des contraires, which appeared in 1897. But for.some reason he did not utilise the 
opportunity, and confined himself to very few remarks on the subject. True, he says (p. 245) that this book is not a 
sociological essay. But he probably would not have coped with the subject even in an essay specifically devoted to sociology, 
if he did not abandon his idealist outlook. 
[34]   Do not forget that this conversation takes place in the Pyrenees. 
[35]   Voyage aux Pyrenees, cinquieme edition, Paris, pp. 190–93.  
[36]   Already on the lowest rungs of civilisation, the psychological principle of contradiction is brought into operation by 
division of labour between man and woman. V. I. Jochelson says that "typical of the primitive system of the Yukagirs is the 
opposition between men and women as two separate groups. This is likewise to be seen in their games, in which the men and 
the women constitute two hostile parties; in their language, certain sounds being pronounced by the women differently than 
the men; in the fact that descent by the maternal line is more important to the women, and by the paternal line to the men, and 
in that specialisation of occupations which has created a special, independent sphere of activity for each sex" («Ho penaM 
Hcainoii H KopKOflony, HpeBHHii ioKarnpCKnii 6uT n niiCbMenncCTb>>, Cno., 1898, cip. 5). [On the Rivers 
Yasachnaya and Korkodon, Ancient Yukagir Life and Literature, St. Petersburg, 1898, p. 5.] 

Mr. Jochelson does not appear to observe that specialisation in the occupations of the sexes was the cause of the 
contrast he notes, not the other way round. 

That this contrast is reflected in the ornaments of the different sexes, is attested by many travellers. For example: 
"Here as everywhere, the stronger sex assiduously tries to distinguish itself from the other, and the male toilet is markedly 
different from the female (Schweinfurth, Au cceur de VAfrique, I, p. 281), and whereas the men (of the Niam-Niam tribe) 
devote considerable labour to their hairdress, the coiffure of the women is quite simple and modest" (ibid., II, p. 5). For the 
influence on dances of division of labour between men and women, see von den Steinen, Unter den Naturvolkern Zentral-
Brasiliens, Berlin, 1894, S. 298. It may be said with confidence that man’s desire to distinguish himself from woman appears 
earlier than the desire to contrast himself to the lower animals. Surely, in this instance, the fundamental properties of human 
psychology find rather paradoxical expres- sion. 
[37]   "In dieser Idealisirung der Natur liess sich die Sculptur von Fingerzeigen der Natur selbst leiten; sie uberhohte 
hauptsachlich Merkmale, die den Menschen vom Thiere unterscheiden. Die aufrechte Stellung fiihrte zu grosserer 
Schlankheit und La’nge der Beine, die zunehmende Steile des Schadelwinkels in der Thierreiche zur Bildung des 
griechischen Profils, der allgemeine schon von Winckelmann ausgesprochene Grundsatz, dass die Natur, wo sie Flachen 
unterbreche, dies nicht stumpf, sondern mit fintschiedenheit thue, liess die scharfen Rander der Augenhohle und der 
Nasenbeine so wie den eben so scharfgerandeten Schnitt der Lippen vorziehen.” ["In its idealisation of Nature, sculpture was 
guided by the finger of Nature itself: it chiefly overvalued features which distinguish man from the animal. The erect stature 
led to greater slenderness and length of leg, the increasing steepness of the cranial angle in the animal kingdom, to the 
evolution of the Greek profile, while the general law, already formulated by Winckelmann, that when Nature breaks surfaces 
she does so not bluntly but decisively, led to a preference for sharply rimmed eye-sockets and nose bones, as well as for a 
sharply curved cut of the lips."] Lotze, Geschichte der Aesthetik in Deutschland, Miinchen, 1868, S. 568. 
[38]   The missionary Heckewelder relates that he once went to see an Indian of his acquaintance and found him preparing for 
the dance, which, as we know, is of great social significance with primitive peoples. The Indian had painted his face in the 
following intricate manner: "When we viewed him in profile on one side, his nose represented the beak of an eagle— When 
we turned round to the other side, the same nose now resembled the snout of a pig__ He seemed much pleased with his 
execution, and having his looking-glass with him, he contemplated his work with satisfaction and a kind of pride.” Histoire, 
mceurset continues des nations indiennes, qui habitaient autrefois la Pensylvanie et les etats voisins, par le reverend John 
Heckewelder, missionaire morave, trad, de I’anglais par le chevalier Du Ponceau, Paris, 1822, p. 324. I have written out the 
title of this book in lull because it contains much interesting information and I want to recommend it to the reader. I shall 
have other occasions to refer to it. 
[39]   Cf. J. G. Frazer, Le Totemisme, Paris, 1898, p. 39 et seq.; Schweinfurth, Au coeur de I’Afrique, I, p. 381.  
[40]   L. c., S. 201. 
[41]   Die Anfange der Kunst, S. 149. 
[42]   See Raoul Allier’s interesting Introduction to Frederic Christol’s Au Sud de I’Afrique, Paris, 1897.&rightangle; 
[43]   L. c., p. 602. A handmill is meant here. 
[44]   Les Bassoutos par E. Casalis, ancien missionaire, Paris, 1863, p. 150. 
[45]   Ibid., p. 141.  
[46]   Ibid., p. 157.  
[47]   Ibid., p. 158.  
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[48]   Von don Steinen, 1. c., S. 326. 
[49]   See E. J. Eyre, "Manners and Customs of the Aborigines of Australia”, in Journal of Expeditions of Discovery into 
Central Australia and Overland, London, 1847, Vol. II, p. 229. Cf. also Grosse, Anfange der Kunst, S. 271. 
[50]   «npoMcxo>K,neHHe HeJioB6Ka», Vol. II, p. 252. 
[51]   K. Biicher, Arbeit und Bhythmus, Leipzig, 1896, S. 21, 22, 23, 35, 50, 53, 54; Burton, 1. c., p. 641. 
[52]   Biicher, ibid., S. 29.  
[53]   Ibid., S. 78.  
[54]   Ibid., S. 91. 
[55]   Biicher. Ibid., S. 91–92. 
[56]   Ibid., S. 80. 
[57]   I say from a very early age, because with primitive peoples children’s games likewise serve as a school 1’or the 
training of artistic talent. According to the missionary Christol (An Sud de I’Afrique, p. 95 et seq.), children of the Basuto 
tribe themselves fashion from clay toy oxen, horses, etc. Needless to say, these childish sculptures leave much to be desired, 
but civilised children cannot compare in this respect with the little African “savages”. In primitive society the amusements of 
the children arc intimately associated with the productive pursuits of the adults. This throws vivid light on the relation of 
“play” to social life, as I shall show in a subsequent letter.^^87^^  
[58]   See the designs of the Australian shields in Grosse, Anjdnge der Kunst, S. 145. 
[59]   De la litterature, etc., Paris, an VIII, p. 8. 
[60]   Ibid., II, pp. 1-2. 
[61]   De la litterature, etc., II, p. 15. 
[62]   Guizot’s literary views throw such vivid light on the development of historical thought in France that they deserve to be 
mentioned if only in passing. In his Vies des poetes francais du siecle de Louis XIV, Paris, 1813, Guizot says that the history 
of Greek literature reflects the natural development of the human mind, but that thejproblem is far more complicated in the 
case of modern peoples: here "a host of secondary causes" must be taken into account. When, however, he passes to the 
history of French literature and begins to investigate these “secondary” causes, we find that they are all rooted in the social 
relations of France, under whose influence the tastes and habits of her various social classes and strata were moulded. In his 
Essai sur Shakespeare, Guizot regards French tragedy as a reflection of class psychology. Generally, in his opinion, the 
history of drama is closely associated with the development of social relations. But the view that Greek literature was a 
product of the “natural” development of the human mind had not been discarded by Guizot even at the time the Essay on 
Shakespeare appeared. On the contrary, this view found its pendant [ counterpart] in his views on natural history. In his 
Essais sur Vhistoire de France, published in 1821, Guizot advances the idea that the political system of every country is 
determined by its "civic life”, and civic life—at least in the case of the peoples of the m.odern’jvorld—’i’i, related to 
landownership in the same way as effect is related to cause. This "at least" is highly noteworthy. It shows that, in contrast to 
the civic life of the peoples of the modern world, the civic life of the antique peoples was conceived by Guizot as a product of 
"the natural development of the human mind”, and not as a result of the history of landownership, or of economic relations 
generally. This is a complete analogy with the view that the development of Greek literature was exceptional. If it be added 
that’at the time his Essais sur Vhistoire de France appeared Guizot was ardently and resolutely advocating in his journalistic 
writings the thought that France had been "created by class struggle”, there cannot be the slightest doubt that the class 
struggle in modern society became apparent to modern historians before the class struggle in the states of antique times. It is 
interesting that the ancient historians, such as Thucydides and Polybius, regarded the struggle of classes in the society of their 
time as something natural and self-understood, just as our communal peasants regard the struggle between the large and small 
landholders in their village communes. 
[63]   "Comme en Italie la race esl precoce et que la crofitc gennanique ne 1’a recouverte qu’a demi, I’Sge modenic s’y 
developpo plus tot qu’aillcurs”, etc. ["As the Italians are a precocious race, and as the Germanic crust only half covered it, the 
modern age developed there earlier than in other countries."] Voyage en Italie, Paris, 1872, t. I, p. 273. 
[64]   Voyage en Italie, 1, p. 330. 
[65]   Ibid., I, p. 331. 
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Ken Lawrence, "Behind Tutankhamun's Treasures," Urgent Tasks number four, summer 1978 
Introduction 

Some Marxist critics view popular culture as meaningful solely or primarily as political propaganda,1

More recent cultural trends in the United States are helpful in revealing the degree to which the fierce 
grasp of racism on the white masses is being eroded. Some evidence of this has been accumulating for a while - 
particularly in the spheres of popular music and professional sports

 but 
a different aspect is far more important: because popular culture is a reflection of the status of the mass 
imagination - albeit shaped and dlstorted by the dominant ideas of the rulers of society - measurable changes in 
the cultural interests and activities of large numbersof ordinary people can provide an important index to the 
development of a world view which has not yet emerged as mass consciousnes. Thus, in the early 1850's the rise 
of the runaway slave as the universal literary hero among white people in the Northern United States, Canada, and 
Europe was politically reified among whites only later - on the battlegrounds of Kansas, the campaigns of the 
Union Army and Navy, and the anti-Confederate solidarity struggles waged by European workers. Conversely, 
though the literary expression of the runaway slave protagonist received its most enduring portrayal from the pen 
of Mark Twain in Huckleberry Finn, as a hero she or he had already been replaced in North American lore by the 
ruthless and genocidal Western lawman. He became a fixture in books, film, radio and television whose 
prominence has been disturbed only recently. The grip of these ruffians on the American mind registered fairly 
accurately the degree of the mass commitment to imperialist expansionism. 

2 - but two recent events offer a qualitatively 
greater example of this trend, offering much clearer examples than are usually available to chroniclers of the mass 
mind. The first of these, obviously, is Alex Haley's Roots. All aspects of that presentation were important – the 
Reader's Digest preview, the book, the serials, the condensation - but the televised version was the most 
spectacular confirmation of our view. Even Pete Rozelle must have realized, along with most schoolchildren, that 
the saga of a Black family outdrew the Super Bowl. Despite the critics' reams of nonsense about Roots (both pro 
and con), this fact will be of pivotal importance to twentieth century North American culture for some time to 
come.3

 

 The second of these events, and the one which is the subject of this review, is the traveling exhibit entitled 
Treasures of Tutankhamun. If the exhibit's meaning were as obvious as Roots' there would be little reason for this 
review; it is precisely the ambiguities, complexities, and contradjctory features which merit a close look. 

The Politics of the Exhibit 
A collection of artifacts from the Cairo Museum is touring Washington, D.C., Chicago, New Orleans, Los 

Angeles, Seattle, and New York. As I write, the show has passed the midpoint of its two-and-a-half-year 
schedule. Bourgeois observers have been so awestruck by this exhibit that they have yet to utter their first critical 
remark about it. The Wall Street Journal was typical in calling it " spectacular," and describing individual items as 
"refined," "exquisite," and "superlatively worked." Quickly the Journal reviewer got to the point its readers cared 
most about: "fortunately, art exhibitions have proven to be great lubricants for easing international tensions." This 
exhibit is similar to a version that appeared in London in 1972 and in the Soviet Union in 1974. A U.S. 

1 Regular readers of the Guardian will recognize this as Irwin Silber's general approach. 
2 Of course these inroads are hesitant, incomplete, and deformed. Ted Williams, biting the hand that fed him, announced 
upon his admission to baseball's hall of fame that racial discrimination would be ended in major league baseball only when 
Satchel Paige was admitted to the hall of fame. He could not have imagined that the lords of the diamond would find a way to 
preserve the segregated and second c1ass status of Paige, Josh Gibson, and other Negro League stars even within the sacred 
hall. Even Hank Aaron's home run record was marred by racist taunts and threats. And hundreds of other examples can be 
offered. We are not denying this bleak and ominous aspect when we argue that the changes we do see, even those too lean 
and paltry to call "progress," may be portents of a coming change in mass consciousness. 
3 Here we are speaking of the objective contemporary importance, without judging the merits of various challenges to Haley's 
claim of originality and immortality. Margaret Walker, author of Jubilee, and Harold Courlander, author of The African, have 
both charged Haley with plagiarism and have filed lawsuits accordingly; presumably the merits of those claims will be 
decided officially by the courts. Regardless of the outcome of the litigation, no one who isn't equipped with a crystal ball can 
tell at this time whether or not Haley has produced a classic. This is no more (or less) shameful than the fact that the chief 
claimant for the title of greatest U.S. writer, Herman Melville, was properly recognized only a century after his time. 
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representative in Cairo first raised the possibility of a tour here in 1973, only a matter of weeks before Egypt and 
the U.S. resumed diplomatic relations in early 1974. It was then promised in a joint statement signed by Richard 
Nixon and Anwar Sadat when Nixon visited Egypt in June of 1974. Final details were negotiated by Foreign 
Ministers Ismail Fahmy and Henry Kissinger. The last time an exhibition from the Cairo Museum toured this 
country was from 1961 to 1963. Then, as now, the U.S. government's intended effect was to downplay the anti-
Arab hatred that had been whipped up during the previous Middle East military confrontation, and to prepare the 
American public for "peace." 

* * * * * 
A second, but important, purpose of the current tour is frankly commercial. The Metropolitan Museum of 

Art was chosen as coordinator of the exhibition because of its "expertise in marketing." The profits reaped from 
sales of the "extensive product line" of replicas and mementos of ancient Egyptian works of art will be spent on 
improving the Cairo Museum, while the gate swells the coffers of the hosts. Perhaps at long last Mohammad 
Hassan Abdul Rahman, Director of the Cairo Museum, will realize his goal of "a new building with modern 
features, including anti-air-raid protection." (Interestingly the West never seriously concerned itself with the 
possibility that the finest exhibit of ancient Egyptian civilization might be destroyed by Israeli bombs. But the 
threat posed by the Aswan High Dam to unexcavated relics in the south and to the temple of Ramses II at Abu 
Simbel offered an opportunity to vilify the Nasser regime which was seized upon by the academic world and the 
press here. Ultimately a worldwide effort in response to Egyptian initiatives excavated much of the area now 
submerged beneath Lake Nasser and the temple was moved to safety on high ground.) 

* * * * * 
The New York Times called the exhibit "magnificent," with an "aura of myth and romance." Items are 

"sublime" and "splendid" - "sculpture that seems to be carved not so much of stone as of light." A t elevision 
special said "the essence" of this show is "the true feeling that gives a sense of serene dignity." Archaeology 
magazine summed it up: "unique." These are simply promotions, not serious reviews. ARTnews came closer to a 
serious critique. An advance article predicted that the exhibition would include "a few works from the preceding 
Tell el Amarna, and immediately following, periods." Unfortunately this was not to be, because "the Egyptians 
have a firm policy of keeping the things from Tutankhamun's tomb separate from all others." Therefore the review 
laments that the collection is "quite untypical of Egyptian art as a whole." Nonetheless, writes Sylvla Hochfield, 
the selection "is restrained and intelligent. It gives an excellent idea of the variety of the 5,000 objects found in the 
tomb." 

This last statement just isn't true, as we shall see. The thrust of the ARTnews review, that the items in the 
show "don't, therefore, represent the Amarnq style at its finest," is correct in one sense, but is flawed by the 
author's imposition of present-day standards. (In any case, Chicago's Oriental Institute Museum has a small but 
excellent companion show called The Magic of Egyptian Art. Those who want to place the Tutankhamun exhibit 
in historical perspective should definitely try to see that exhibit. A more varied show from Cairo is being planned 
for a U.S. tour in 1980.) 

* * * * * 
One of the minor ironies of today's young, ill-educated, and immature American left is that even its most 

simple-minded seat-of-the-pants wisdom is sometimes more profound than the most perceptive insights of the 
bourgeois critics. While the bourgeoisie mindlessly oohs and ahs its way through the exhibit, the grumblings of 
the left cynics will reveal another aspect. (So far I am unaware of any left commentaries on Treasures of 
Tutankhamun, but there will undoubtedly be some once the show reaches New York.) 

Vulgar Marxists, particularly those unfamiliar with Marx's writings on art, will have an instant response 
to this show. For them a single line noting Exxon's sponsorship of the exhibit will suffice to toss it into the trash 
bin.4

4 In a recent column allegedly reprinted by popular demand, Irwin Silber writes, "Basically there are two kinds of films - 
theirs and ours." ["What's in a Marxist film review?" Guardian, February 22, 1978) His seductive simplicity fails to explain 
how Exxon can repeatedly sponsor public television screenings of such revolutionary films as Potemkin or Ten Days That 
Shook the World. 

 Those who take even passing note of the thousands who stand in line for hours in the worst weather will 
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have a more difficult time of it. Most likely they will conclude that Exxon is co-opting something with genuine 
appeal. Those who view the petroleum industry sponsorship as a badge of reaction will easily find "evidence" to 
support their view. Even for its own time, Tutankhamun's reign was profoundly reactionary. In contrast to the 
enlightenment introduced during the reign of his predecessor, Akhenaten - a genuine revolution by any standards 
– the boy-king's term represented a retreat toward the worst and most rigid qualities of earlier Pharaohs, insofar as 
that was possible . We shall return to this later. 

(The most recent scholarship lends new support to this general conclusion. For fifty years it was assumed 
that all the tombs of all the pharaohs contained similar amounts of treasure until it was stolen by grave robbers. 
Now Egyptian archaeologist Labib Habachi has shown that Tutankhamun's tomb was probably many times richer 
than the others – it contained a great deal more gold than could have been mined during his reign, and most of it 
probably came from the destruction of Akhenaten's temples. Habachi concludes that a "grateful nation" 
overloaded Tutankhamun's tomb with extraordinary treasure. Substitute "grateful priesthood” and you probably 
reach close to the fact.) 

* * * * * 
Despite evidence that the show features an exceptionally reactionary part of the distant past, this is not 

sufficient to dismiss its importance nor to account for its sponsorship, nor to explain its mass appeal. The 
bourgeoisie's taste in art is not limited to its most backward manifestations. It fears the revolutionary present, not 
the revolutionary past. The world's museums do not hesitate to display the paintings of Delacroix, to say nothing 
of more recent works by Cezanne or Picasso. Nor is the artistic product of a backward society necessarily a mirror 
image of the so ciety's reactionary aspects. It is the various interpretations imposed upon the work which reveal, 
or conceal, its meaning, both for its own time and for later generations. 

The Russian Marxist George Plekhanov wrote, "The belief in art for art's sake arises and takes root 
wherever people engaged in art are hopelessly out of harmony with their social environment." He added, "This is 
an old, but eternally new story. When a class lives by exploiting another class which is below it in the economic 
scale, and when it has attained full mastery in society, from then on its forward movement is a downward 
movement. Therein lies the explanation of the fact, which at first glance seems incomprehensible and even 
incredible, that the ideology of the ruling classes in economically backward countries is often far superior to that 
of the ruling classes in advanced countries." If Plekhanov is right, and I believe he is generally correct on these 
points, then it is possible to see a number of different meanings in the objects selected from Tutankhamun's grave, 
both for their own time and for today. In the context of the Eighteenth Dynasty of ancient Egypt, most of these 
represented a retreat from the revolutionary art of the preceding period. But they have a dual meaning for today: 
the bourgeoisie's crisis is expressed in its "art for art's sake" awe of the objects. The magnetism that this show has 
for the masses is the precise opposite: a declaration of the bankruptcy of the bourgeois view; a feeling that there is 
more universal significance in the African civilization of 3,000 years ago than in the mass culture of North 
America today. 

* * * * * 
There is Undoubtedly also a racial aspect. W. E. B. DuBois wrote that "The redemption of Egypt from the 

Hyksos came in the Eighteenth Dynasty through an Ethiopian power." Racially, "the Eighteenth Dynasty was 
Ethiopian paled by marriage." DuBois might have added that for a time it was darkened by marriage as well: 
Tutankhamun's grandmother - Akhenaten's mother - was the Black queen, Teye, daughter of a Nubian soldier. 

The promoters have done their utmost to conceal the fact. Only one item in the exhibit is an 
approximation of the pharaoh's true bronze color - the very first in the exhibit. This work, titled "The Sun God on 
a Lotus" by the exhibitors, is sufficiently marred by peeling and missing paint to obscure the most 
characteristically African features of the very young king, while the accompanying description dwells on the 
specific location of the artifact in the tomb's antechamber and gives a dubious religious explanation of its 
significance. This need not have been so. Another item in the Cairo Museum could easily have been used instead - 
a statue of Tutankhamun also of painted and stuccoed wood which offers the most lifelike known portrayal of 
Tutankhamun in maturity. The flesh is dark reddish-brown with black eyebrows and pupils. Since the body is just 
a plain lifesize mannikin down to the waist and without forearms, it is presumed to be a clothes dummy. If so, its 
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purely utilitarian character may account for the lack of stylized embellishments found in most of the king's 
portraits. 

The failure to include this or another more natural rendition of Tutankhamun means that, for most U.S. 
visitors to the exhibit, he "passes" for white. The show then takes on an aspect of the schizophrenia of real life: 
few Black visitors are fooled, but most whites are unaware of the deception. As a result, the most obvious bridge 
connecting the cultures of ancient Africa and modern America has been buried; a great opportunity for 
enlightenment is irrevocably lost. Attempts to obliterate the racial characteristics of the early Egyptians did not 
begin in modern times, however. In about 1380 A.D. Arab invaders attempted to destroy the face of Pharaoh 
Khafre on the Great Sphinx at Gizeh, and managed to inflict great damage before giving up. Later invaders used 
this grand monument as a target for their cannon. More recently, scholars at the University of Chicago who 
restored the colossus of Tutankhamun on permanent display at Chicago's Oriental Institute gave his face an 
almost Nordic appearance. Fortunately for lovers of historic accuracy, there is an identical statue in the Cairo 
Museum restored by Egyptologists working with greater care: its features are an excellent match with the broad 
nose and full lips shown in the famous death mask. 

Treasures of Tutankhamun continues the racist tradition of the European and North American 
Egyptologists. There is sad irony in the fact that the archaeologists here, the most outspoken enemies of pseudo-
scholars like Erich von Daniken and his imitators, are not as unlike him as they believe. Von Daniken, author of 
Chariots of theGods? and a series of sequels, claims that the great accomplishments of antiquity were performed 
with the assistance of astronauts from outer space; he thinks our human ancestors were too stupid to erect great 
civilizations on their own. White archaeologists and museum curators who reject von Daniken's nonsense but 
who, in the name of "science," attempt to portray ancient African civilization as white are really substituting one 
form of chauvinism for another. 
 
The "Science" of Archaeology 

When the archaeologists of the future poke around in the rubble of our age 5,000 years hence, which will 
they consider the r epresentative art of our age - paintings by Willem de Kooning or baby portraits on toilet tissue 
wrappers? Which will they regard as our most typical symbols of religious authority - crucifixes or Coca-Cola 
logotypes? Will the colossi at Rushmore and Stone Mountain, and the yet-to-be-completed Crazy Horse, be 
thought the wonders of the shortlived North American Empire? Will a Mercury Capsule be exhibited as an ocean-
going pleasure craft? Will some curator of distant years ahead conclude that beer cans are the treasures of our age, 
to be separately spotlighted under Plexiglas domes and accompanied by an authoritative commentary on the 
primitive coarseness of the churchkey puncture contrasted with the graceful mathematical perfection of the poptop 
hole? Questions like these ought to flash stubborn warnings to those who would offer confident interpretations of 
ancient civilization based on relics found in the trashheaps of old. Archaeological interpreters rarely heed such 
warnings. Describing their domain as a "science," few scholars of the ancient world exhibit an appropriate amount 
of humility. Instead, books informed by a great deal of nineteenth-and twentieth-century prejudice are presented 
as "history." 

* * * * * 
It is certainly conceivable that to the ancients the foodstuffs packed into Tutankhamun's tomb were the 

"treasures," while the layers of gold coffins in the king's likeness may have served to protect and identify the 
young pharaoh during his journey to the hereafter. It seems doubtful to me that the Egyptians were as obsessed 
with gold as are the people who put together this show; their passion compares with that of Ian Fleming's 
Goldfinger. French Egyptologist Jean Yoyotte, noting that the Egyptians used sacks of barley for money as late as 
the Nineteenth Dynasty, has written, "The literary picture of wealth is not one of great treasure. It is always full 
granaries, fine herds, and marshes abounding in game. The economic life of the country was measured by the 
number of ships belonging to the Treasury taking grain to the royal granaries, or a fleet under the direction of an 
official taking grain from one nome to another which was suffering from famine." 

* * * * * 
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Egypt during the Eighteenth Dynasty reached the peak of territorial conquest. Her hegemony extended 
indefinitely westward through Libya into the encroaching Sahara; northward through Palestine, Syria, and most of 
Anatolia; and eastward across Arabia and into Mesopotamia. Perhaps even more significant is the fact that 
Egyptian merchants traded in places far beyond the empire, incorporating goods from as far away as the Kongo, 
the Balkan peninsula, the islands of the Mediterranean, and Afghanistan. Modern writers understand this. They 
know that the gold in Tutankhamun's death mask came from Kush while the lapis lazuli came from Afghanistan; 
cuneiform tablets unearthed at Tell al Amarna came from Asia Minor and Phoenicia; and so forth. But whenever 
the foreign origin of an object cannot be definitely shown, it is presumed to be of Egyptian manufacture if it is 
unearthed in Egypt. 

For a variety of reasons many relics of antiquity have been better kept in Egypt than elsewhere. A dry 
tomb in solid rock may have been a better archive than a tropical rain forest for a wooden object, for example. 
Political or religious conditions may have created and preserved items in Egypt that were disdained, looted, or 
recycled in other countries. Furthermore, few areas of the Old World have been searched with the archaeologist's 
spade and sieve as Egypt has. With these considerations in mind - the large-scale commerce conducted by 
Egyptians during the era of empire; the possibility that some items may have survived the ages better in Egypt 
than elsewhere; and the degree to which studies of other ancient cultures (such as Kush) are still in their infancy – 
a proper appreciation of the findings of the archaeologists requires that each item be considered in the context of 
its time, broadly understood, and with severe qualifications. 

* * * * * 
It is not especially surprising that the exhibitors of Tutankhamun’s treasures have not done this, but it is 

unfortunate that the choice of objects for inclusion in the current exhibition actually interferes with the viewer's 
ability to make these judgments. In some cases it is the promoters' interpretation of an object that undermines a 
useful understanding.  

Two items in the show are probably not Egyptian at all. A folding stool and a child's chair, both made of 
ebony, inlaid with ivory and decorated with gold, were probably imported from Punt (present-day Eritrea and 
Somalia) or collected as tribute from Kush (present-day Sudan and Ethiopia). Unlike other objects on display, 
neither of these is inscribed with hieroglyphs. Both are made of materials that were not found in Egypt, and both 
contain styles of art not usually attributed to Egyptians. The people who put together this display must be aware 
that they are pulling a fast one here. One of the advisors consulted by the show's coordinators was Christiane 
Desroche-Noblecourt, Curator of Egyptian Art for the Louvre. She refers to the folding stool as "probably of 
Nubian workmanship," as does David P. Silverman, listed as Project Egyptologist at the Oriental Institute and 
Field Museum of Natural History for Treasures of Tutankhamun. But their interpretation isn't given at the exhibit 
or in the catalog. 

Two objects omitted from this show but displayed in the Cairo Museum clearly reveal the most likely 
interpretation. One is usually called the "ecclesiastical throne" and the other is a neckrest. The so-called 
ecclesiastical throne is actually a chair made from a folding stool almost identical to the one in the show. The 
modifications are strikingly incongruous. A back has been built on, and typically Egyptian decorations have been 
added. The easy grace of the original has been jarred by the virtuosity of detail in the add-on parts; hieroglyphs 
abound on the backrest. Perhaps because the modifying carpenter didn't fully understand the original design, or 
perhaps because the pharaoh ordered him to make the stool more comfortable, rigid rear legs defeat the scissors-
action design. The creator of the stool would have considered these alterations an insult and an abomination. The 
neckrest, on the other hand, helps link the elements of design with cultures to the south of Egypt. Like the stool, it 
is made of ivory and ebony and has the scissors-legs carved into ducks' heads. It has no hieroglyphic inscription. 
The carvings of the god Bes are virtually identical to carvings unearthed in the excavations of Kushite sites in 
Sudan sponsored by UNESCO d uring the sixties prior to the inundation behind the Aswan High Dam. The child's 
chair is a similar example. It is simpler and sturdier than comparable furniture of definite Egyptian origin. The 
bas-reliefs of ibexes on the side panels are far more naturalistic than any similar Egyptian creation, even of the 
revolutionary Amarna period. (Paradoxically, the exhibit does include an Egyptian cosmetic vase carved in the 
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form of an ibex. This object displays all of the grace of Amarna art, yet is stiff and unnatural when viewed beside 
those on the child's chair.) 

* * * * * 
One very impressive item is a golden double box, with each side in the shape of a cartouche. The designs 

are inlaid with various colored glasses and semiprecious stones. On the back of this case Tutankhamun is shown 
twice, wearing the blue khepresh war crown. [A picture of this item is on the back cover.] In one panel the king 
has a black face; in the facing panel he is white. No explanation whatever is offered for this in the narration that 
accompanies the exhibit; it isn't even mentioned. The exhibition catalog calls attention to the fact but makes no 
attempt to account for it - a posture which is clearly inconsistent with the author's willingness to provide pat 
explanations of other artifacts based on the thinnest strands of evidence. 

Bearing in mind our inability to view these items through ancient Egyptian eyes, I believe this piece is not 
such a mystery. It was common throughout the years of the Egyptian empire to indicate that the pharaoh's rule 
extended from Black Africa in the south to Asia in the north and west. The extent of Egyptian hegemony was 
illustrated allegorically in various ways. One way was to show the pharaoh in the process of unifying the country 
by conquering the two lands - Upper and Lower Egypt. More than any other exploit, this characterized the 
Eighteenth Dynasty: driving out the white or Asian Hyksos invaders and restoring Egyptian hegemony over the 
entire Nile valley, then extending pharaonic rule to the far reaches of empire. Not only was the unified kingdom 
important, but the pharaoh was himself viewed as the embodiment and personification of his entire domain. This, 
I think, accounts for the depictions of his face as both Black and white. It is quite possible that the king was taught 
to view himself in this way.  

Another item is probably even more puzzling to viewers, and they get even less help from the official 
explanation that accompanies the show. A gilded statue of the king standing on the back of a black leopard shows 
Tutankhamun, wearing the white crown of Upper Egypt, in a woman 's body. One might be tempted to agree with 
David Silverman's explanation in Archaeology magazine that the "swollen hips and almost feminine breasts 
illustrate the more bizarre character" of a particular stage of Amarna art - except for two comparisons which can 
be made with other objects that are included in the exhibit. One is a similar statue of the king wearing the red 
crown of Lower Egypt standing on a reed boat, posed with an upraised harpoon in hand. This statue, showing 
Tutankhamun with "fleshy" pectoral muscles and a sagging abdomen, as Silverman says, is clearly typical of 
Amarna art, yet the body is clearly that of a man. The figure on the leopard is a much closer match to the body of 
the goddess Selket, also shown in a statue of gilded wood. All three statues are so similar in style and detail that 
they could easily have been carved by the same hands. We are not viewing different aspects of an earlier period of 
art; the problem here is that the Egyptologists are refusing to believe their own senses. Their fanciful accounts and 
evasions strain credulity when matched with the simpler and more obvious explanation: the sculptor(s), and 
probably the king himself, viewed Tutankhamun as the personal embodiment of Egyptian womanhood as well as 
manhood. 

Another fact tends to fortify this conclusion. Like monarchs throughout history, each pharaoh had a string 
of no fewer than five titles to indicate his grandeur and authority. Some examples are King of Upper and Lower 
Egypt; Horus: Mighty Bull, Appearing in Thebes; the Son of Re; etc. One of the titles is Two Ladies, which 
historians interpret as embodying the tutelary goddesses of Egypt. This may aocount for the fact that the shrine in 
Tutankhamun's tomb contained a matching pair of statues of the king in a woman's body. (Some of the other 
commentary on this item is even more nonsensical than the explanation of the woman's body. In the catalog, 
I.E.S. Edwards discusses why the king is gold rather than black like the leopard: "It would have been 
inappropriate to depict the king in black because he was associated with the source of light, namely the sun god." 
Yet, as ·we ha.ve aiready seen, the king is depicted with a black face in one of the included items. Even more 
pertinent is the fact that the door of the tomb's burial chamber was "guarded" by two lifesize statues of 
Tutankhamun; both show his skin as all-black. Edwards himself has written of them in another book, suggesting 
that their color is associated with the fertile, life-giving soil of Egypt, again straining to avoid the obvious 
explanation.) 

* * * * * 

421



Sometimes the commentary that accompanies a particular item makes me wonder if the exhibitors gave it 
more than a passing glance when they were preparing the display. Two items, for example, show scenes from 
nature in which predators are killing their prey - an ornate unguent jar and the scabbard for the king's golden 
dagger. Both are described as "the hunt" in ways that suggest glorification of Tutankharnun's prowess. But there 
are plenty of available scenes celebrating his hunting skills; these seem to be commentaries on the ways of nature. 
These are really just examples of carelessness and don't compare with a glaring flaw in the exhibit.  Actually a 
pair of daggers were found wrapped with Tutankharnun's mummified body; the one included here, and a matching 
one, but with one significant difference. The show's dagger has a gold blade; its companion has an iron blade. The 
catalog asserts that gold daggers were "probably reserved for royalty," but there can be no doubt at all in the case 
of iron. In ancient Egypt, iron would have been the rarest of all known metals. Aside from a few beads made of 
meteoric iron, Tutankhamun's dagger is one of the earliest known iron implements. 

Had the exhibitors been more concerned with the ancient concept of treasure and less with their own 
worship of gold, the other dagger would have been chosen instead. The enduring significance of Tutankhamun’s 
iron dagger cannot be overstated. This most precious of all metals was not hammered into a belt buckle or a 
bracelet; it was fashioned into a plain, unadorned blade. A century before iron implements began to spread 
through the east, and a thousand years before the technique of iron extraction through smelting and forging was 
common among civilized peoples, marking the arrival of the Iron Age, an ancient craftsman prophesied that this 
rare material would leave its mark on the world as a weapon, to be used for defense, subjugation and dominion. It 
was largely because the Egyptians failed to heed this omen that their civilization ultimately fell to foreign 
conquest. 
 
Catalog of the Exhibit 

The exhibition catalog prepared for this show has achieved a unique distinction: it is the first one in 
history to be included in The New York Times listing of best sellers. (Besides the version that accompanies the 
exhibit, there is a Ballantine edition on sale as a popular but expensive paperback.) This attests to the same thing 
we have already mentioned in discussing the unexpectedly large attendance at the various museums where the 
collection has appeared: the show has captured the public imagination. The catalog shares most of the show's 
weaknesses and a few uniquely its own. The exhibit manages to tear Egypt out of its historic and geographic 
context by omission and misdirection. In the descriptive section of the catalog, I.E.S. Edwards, former Keeper of 
Egyptian Antiquities at the British Museum, reveals his imperial bias in the text. Ebony, he writes, is "a material 
that the Egyptians imported from Africa." While it comes as no surprise that the older generation of white 
Egyptologists doesn’t consider Egypt a part of Africa, it is curious that the editors of this volume failed to excise 
such crude racism from the text. 

* * * * * 
The book begins with a journalist's account of the discovery of Tutankhamun's tomb by the persistence of 

amateur archaeologist Howard Carter in 1922, written by Tom Buckley of The New York Times. This tale 
furnishes the rationale for nearly all the shortcomings of the book and the exhibit. The "chronology" of the 
exhibit, as well as the relation of the objects to one another (to the extent that any relation at all is acknowledged), 
is justified as being the order and approximate placement in which Carter found them - an absurdity, considering 
that, except for the shrines and the alabaster jars, the various items were packed in the tomb like so much junk 
piled in an attic. (Three of the four rooms had been burglarized in antiquity and resealed by caretakers. Even 
assuming that most of the tomb's contents weren't disturbed by the robbers, it seems likely that at the time of the 
king's funeral, after the walls had been decorated and the sarcophagus and canopic shrines were in place, the 
illuminating mirrors were probably removed, leaving most of the packing to be completed in semi-darkness.  
Remember that these items were packed for a trip to the hereafter, like cargo in a ship's hold, not arranged as 
furniture in a royal court.) 

* * * * 
The most unfortunate aspect of the catalog is paradoxically that which probably gets the greatest praise - 

the color photography by Lee Boltin. (The black-and-white pictures by Harry Burton, taken at the time of the 
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excavation, are magnificent, but they could not have sold to this audience by themselves. Boltin's Ektachromes 
are what put this book in the big time; they are also featured in the posters advertising the exhibit and in the 
postcards sold in the museum giftshops.) I am not really blaming Boltin for all the shortcomings of his 
photographs; some of the faults lie elsewhere, as I'll try to demonstrate. Generally speaking, Boltin is a fine 
craftsman with his camera, but he is no artist. Most of his pictures are technically outstanding, but they exhibit not 
the slightest bit of creativity. My guess is that Boltin's bread and butter comes from photographing merchandise, 
perhaps even food, for advertising agencies. 

Even so, color is an easy medium that covers up a thousand sins. One can nearly always rely on just the 
presence of color to distract attention from grave faults in lighting and perspective. The most widely circulated 
pictures in this series - two views of Tutankhamun's death mask - would not pass muster in black-and-white. A 
catalog photographer for Sears and Roebuck would do a better job of eliminating distracting reflections without 
losing any of the shine. One might be tempted to excuse a lot of this by considering these as pictures "for the 
record," not essentially different from a laboratory photograph of a specimen. The trouble with that is that the 
major drawback in these illustrations is the way they distort the objects. Here, however, the major fault lies not 
with Lee Boltiri but with the promoters of Treasures of Tutankhamun, the lords of Eastman Kodak Company, and 
the tsars of Madison Avenue. 

These photos are selling gold. Everything else has been sacrificed to that end. The catalog's cover picture 
is a prime example: in order to make the golden mask look like a billion dollars' worth, the colors of the inlaid 
stone and glass have been muted or eliminated. Deep blues are recorded as black or grey; the whites of the eyes 
are bloodshot. Throughout the book, nearly every golden object is augmented with extra red Or yellow. (In a 
switch, one alabaster vase has blue added to give an exaggerated coldness. This is a distinct exception though. 
Most of the pictures are warm enough to satisfy the creators of Coca-Cola commercials.) Elsewhere in the world 
the gaudiness of this catalog would be an embarrassment; here it is the almost unavoidable result of the available 
technology. High-gamma (contrasty) color photography is combined with snappy lithography to achieve the 
dazzling result. It is meant to overwhelm the viewer. Modern North American technique can easily reproduce a 
fully-saturated orange, but a pastel yellow or a powder blue is a near impossibility. Flashing strobe-lit day-glo 
posters and punkrock music are logical outgrowths of a culture based on this sort of hard-sell. 

But this is just propaganda for the masses. A $35 book using most of the same photographs is available to 
the rich: Tutankhamun: His Tomb and Its Treasures, also by I.E.S. Edwards. This one, how ever, is printed in 
Italy according to continental tastes. Its softened reproductions include detail that is lost in the catalog renderings. 
It is as if there are two separate shows one for the elite, the other for the masses. (Curiously, a picture of a 
headrest is flopped – reversed left-to-right - in the expensive version, with no explanation.) The rich go to the 
head of the line by buying a museum membership; the poor wait their turns outside for up to eight hours. The rich 
spend $35 for a book that comforts them; the poor can buy a catalog intended to sell them a line, and if they can't 
afford even that they can buy its reproductions separately as postcards. 
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Quoting the proverb, "Man has a back and only obeys when he is beaten,” a century ago, Gaston Maspero wrote: 
"It was the stick that built the Pyramids, dug the canals, won victories for the conquering Pharaoh, and made Egypt a 
great manufacturing nation." Other historians have suggested  more recently that life was not so harsh for the masses, but 
the contemporary records indicate that the oppression suffered by the lower classes was severe. Below are excerpts from 
the writings of ancient scribes.  

 
THE PEASANT: 

When the waters of the inundation cover the land, he looks after his tools he spends the day making equipment 
for plowing, he spends the night making ropes, even at midday he works at his agricultural tasks; he prepares his tools for 
going out to the fields like a warrior would prepare himself. When his plot of land lies before him, dry, he goes to look 
for a team of oxen, and, after spending several days looking for the ox-herd, he gets the team. He comes back with the 
beasts and lays out the field for them. At dawn he goes out to attend to them and cannot find them. He spends three days 
looking for them and finally discovers them in the mud, but he cannot find their harness -- the jackals have consumed it.  
He goes out with his loin-cloth in his hand to get a new harness. He arrives at his plot and finds it ready for cultivation. 
He spends the whole of his time tending his corn.  

The serpent follows him and destroys the seed thrown on the ground and the sower will never see a green shoot 
sprouting. He begins yet a third time with borrowed grain. His wife is at the mercy of merchants with nothing to give in 
exchange. Mice abound in the field, locusts descend and animals eat the crop. Sparrows plague the farmer. What remains 
on the threshing-floor is taken by thieves. The hire of the oxen is wasted because the animals have died from the strain of 
threshing and plowing. Then the scribe arrives at the river bank. He has come to register the tax on the harvest. The 
officials are armed with cudgels and the Nubians with palm-branches. They say: "Hand over the grain!" even when he 
has none to give. Then they beat the peasant roughly; he is bound and thrown head-first into a well. His wife is bound 
before his eyes and his children put in chains. His neighbours abandon him and take flight, removing their own grain. 

 
THE TRADESMAN: 

I have not seen a blacksmith on a commission, a founder who goes on an embassy. I have seen the blacksmith at 
his work at the mouth of his furnace, his fingers like the skin of a crocodile; he smells worse than the roe of a fish. Every 
carpenter carrying tools – is he more at rest than the common laborers? His fields are of wood, his tools of metal; at night 
when he is free, he works his hands further in making at night the lighting of his house. The stone-cutter, he searches for 
employment in all kinds of hard stones. When he has completed his task, his arms are fatigued; when he is at rest, his 
knees and his back are broken. The barber is shaving till evening; when he places himself to eat, he reclines on his 
elbows. He betakes himself from street to street to seek after his shaving; he wearies his hands to feed his stomach, as 
bees feed by their labors. 

The boatman, he navigates to At'hu that he may have his price. He has done beyond the power of his hands in 
doing, to kill geese and flamingoes; he has suffered his suffering; he approaches his orchard; he approaches his house at 
night, for he must go again to his labors on the morrow. The weaver inside the houses is more wretched than a woman; 
his knees are at the place of his heart ; he has not tasted the air. Should he have done little in a day of his weaving, he is 
dragged as a lily in a pool. He gives bread to the porter th at he may be allowed to behold the light. The maker of 
weapons suffers extremely, going forth to foreign countries. He gives a great deal for his asses, more than the labors of 
his hands; he, gives a great deal for their pasturing in a field. He gives on the road; he arrives at his garden; he reaches his 
house at night; he must be off in the morning. The courier, going to foreign countries, bequeaths his goods to his children, 
because of the fears of beasts and Asiatics. What happens to him when he is at Kam; he arrives at his garden; he goes to 
his house in the evening; he must be off on the morrow. His heavy bond comes forth; no joys come. 

The dyer, his fingers smell – the smell of bad fish. His two eyes are weary with very fatigue; his hand does not 
stop; he watches at the rent of the old garment - abominable are the clothes. The sandal-maker is very miserable, he is 
always begging; his health is as the health of a bad fish; he gnaws the leather. The washerman, washing on the quay, 
traverses the ground approaching the crocodiles. The father of the water brings out the dirt: his hand does not stop. A 
quiet employment is not before you, no easier th an other employment. His draughts are mixed up with his clothes: not a 
limb of him is clean. There is given to him the bonds of women, for he is in misfortunes.  I lament to thee that he passes 
his time with a bat. The fowler of birds suffers very much. The confines of Num are before thee, when he says, "Let the 
net refuse." The god will not show his forms; vain are his plans. I tell you the fisherman suffers more than any 
employment. Consider: is he not toiling on the river? he is mixed up with the crocodiles. Should the clumps of papyrus 
diminish, then he is crying out for help. If he has not been told a crocodile is there, terrors blind him. 

 
THE SOLDIER: 

He is taken away in childhood and put in a camp. A sickening blow is directed, against his stomach, a splitting 
blow against his eye and a stunning blow against his eye-brow. Then comes the march to Palestine, the battle in the 
desert, he must carry his food and drink on his back like a donkey. He has to drink brackish water and stops marching 
only to be on guard. When he reaches the enemy, he is like a bird in a trap, without any strength in his body. When he 
returns to Egypt he is like worm-eaten wood. He becomes ill, and has to lie down and is brought back on a donkey. His 
clothes are stolen and his servant runs away. 
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Class Struggles of Antiquity 
The modern class struggle in the Marxist sense was probably invented in ancient Egypt. The oppression 

of the common people is well documented. One scribe wrote, "The little laborer with a field, he passes his life 
among rustics. He is worn down for vines and pigs, to furnish his kitchen with what his fields have. His clothes 
are heavy with weight; he is tied as a forced laborer; he goes into the air and he suffers though coming forth well 
from his fireplace. He is bastinadoed with a stick on his legs, but escapes with his life." The suffering of the 
oppressed tribes was often worse. Undoubtedly, the best-known example is the persecution of the Hebrews under 
the Nineteenth Dynasty pharaohs, Seti I and Ramses II. Furnished no straw with which to make bricks and forced 
to suffer other cruelties and indignities, they struck out for their freedom barely 50 years after the death of 
Tutankhamun. The Hebrew Exodus, though the most celebrated instance of ancient freedom struggles, is barely a 
footnote to the history of the times. 

Egyptian craftsmen did not have the option available to a conquered pastoral people; they could not 
simply pick up and leave. Instead, they invented what we think of as a thoroughly modern form of proletarian 
struggle - the sitdown strike. Several such strikes are recorded during the reign of Ramses III, a century or so after 
the Exodus. One surviving account reads as follows: "Today the gang of workmen, have passed by the walls of 
the Royal Tomb saying; We are hungry, 18 days of this month have already gone by… They sat down behind the 
funerary temple of Thutmose III." Predictably the officials and overseers tried to persuade these masons to return 
to their work, building funerary temples. The workers refused, even when the request came in the form of a 
message from the pharaoh himself. Several days after the strike began, the workers told a scribe, "We have come 
here driven by hunger and thirst. We have no clothes, no fat, no fish and no vegetables (their payment was always 
in kind). Write this to Pharaoh, our good Lord, write to the vizier, our chief, so that we may be given the means to 
live." The strike ended when the workers were given food. 

* * * * * 
These particular forms of struggle were exceptions, available only to select groups and classes in 

Egyptian society. The vast majority were "free" peasants who worked in the fields and were conscripted for the 
corvee - to build the pyramids, for example. (Slavery was an ambiguous relationship in Egypt: though slaves were 
chattel who could be bought, sold, bequeathed, or emancipated, they could also own and dispose of property; 
bequeath farmlands from father to son, have servants of their own, and marry free women. In the fields or on the 
corvee, oppression of "free" and slave was quite similar.) 

Yet monumental struggles were waged for social hegemony during the 3,000 years of Egyptian 
civilization, some resulting in a transfer of power from one class to another, others resulting in "the common ruin 
of the contending classes," as the Communist Manifesto states. The end of the Sixth Dynasty is a good example of 
the latter. Though few records survive describing the actual events, it is clear that a social revolution shook the 
state apparatus to pteces and brought the collapse of all existing institutions. A scribe of that period lamented, 
"The poor of the hind have become rich arid the owner of property has become a nonentity. The possessors of 
robes are now in rags, but he who wove not for himself [i.e. one who labored for others] is now a possessor of 
fine linens. He who could never build a boat for himself is now a possessor of ships, while he who once owned 
them looks upon them, but they are no longer his." 

The revolution that overthrew the Old Kingdom - the Pyramid Age - and ushered in the 250-year First 
Intermediate Period lasted from the Seventh to the Eleventh Dynasties: Central state organization remained weak 
during these years in the north, but they were marked by great achievements in classical literature. Blacks in the 
south preserved and developed traditional civilization under local rulers. The Old Kingdom had been administered 
by a civil administration headed by a vizier, or chief executive officer. The power of the vizier grew as the  
undertakings of the state broadened. Originally his most important task was governing agricultural administration 
– filling the state granaries during years of abundance and distributing the stored grain during years of famine. 
Gradually his authority grew. Beneath the vizier grew the authority of the priests. By the time of the Fifth 
Dynasty, they controlled a large portion of the lands and were largely exempt from taxes. It is likely that the 
revolution that overthrew the old kingdom was in the form of a holy war, led by the priests. Perhaps the lack of 
records about the uprising is due to the fact that the scribes who would have written about it were the mainstay of 
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the civil administration which was being overthrown. The 
next consolidation of centralized authority took place in 
the Eleventh and Twelfth Dynasties under conditions 
where the priests were firmly in command of the 
apparatus, a situation which prevailed until the New 
Kingdom. 

The New Kingdom began with the expulsion of 
light-skinned Hyksos invaders. In order to succeed in this, 
a war of liberation was undertaken by Pharaoh Sekenenre 
and completed by his successors, Kamose and Ahmose. 
They were the rulers of the Seventeenth Dynasty. Prior to 
this time soldiers had been conscripted only during brief 
periods of need, similar to the recruitment of corvee 
laborers to build a pyramid. But the expulsion of the 
Hyksos required an actual army. The power of that army 
was effectively used by the conquering pharaohs of the 
early Eighteenth Dynasty: Amenhotpe I, Thutmose I, and 
Thutmose II. After a generation of peace under Queen 
Hatshepsut, the Egyptian empire grew to its peak under 
Thutmose III and Amenhotpe II. By this time the standing 
army had existed for more than a century and had become 
a powerful social force. Even though the reigns of 
Thutmose IV and Amenhotpe III constituted a half 
century of peaceful prosperity, these were probably years of fierce jockeying for position by two powerful social 
classes- the old priests, in command of the peasants, the artisans, and the civil administration, on the one hand; the 
military commanders, in charge of the standing army and the elite Nubian police, on the other. 

The priests had ruled for almost a millennium; their rule was by this time totally backward and despotic, 
based on ignorance and mysticism. The army was a modem, cosmopolitan social group, literate in diplomacy and 
thoroughly acquainted with far-flung territories. The military leaders were ready to make their bid for power in 
their own right. The last years of Amenhotpe III's rule witnessed a delicate balance of power between these two 
contending social classes. The pharaoh sent his son and heir Amenhotpe IV to establish a new capital - Akhetaten 
- at Amarna, apparently as a concession to the military authorities. He himself remained at Thebes to placate the 
priests. His wife Teye mediated between the two centers of power. After Amenhotpe III died, the power struggle 
broke out into the open in the guise of a religious reformation. The new pharaoh changed his name to Akhenaten 
signifying a repudiation of the traditional gods worshipped by his predecessors at Thebes and the establishment of 
a new religion with a single god: Aten, the sun.  

The worship of Aten provided the platform from which to articulate a new ideology. Whereas the 
traditional religion had celebrated the uniqueness of Egypt and its conquests over other nations, the new Amarna 
religion celebrated the unity of the Egyptian empire and the diversity of its people: 

In the hills from Syria to Kush, and the plain of Egypt, 
Thou givest to every one his place, thou framest their lives; 
To every one his belongings, reckoning his length of days; 
Their tongues are diverse in their speech, Their natures in the color of their skin. 

Launching a revolutionary struggle against the old priesthood meant sweeping away the social rigidity on which it 
depended. Where the old order had stressed the similarity between individuals to the point of exaggerating them 
into a uniform "idealized" artistic representation portrayed according to an authoritative canon, the new 
movement stressed the distinctive traits of each individual. This is the "naturalism" of Amama art. It is not 
naturalism in the modern sense; there is realism in detail, but no fluid motion. Tension is represented by pose, not 
by physical stress, for example. 

OUTLINE OF EGYPTIAN HISTORY 
 
Prehistoric period: before 3200 B.C. 
 
Protodynastic period: 3200 - 2800 B.C. 

First and Second Dynasties. 
 
Old Kingdom (Pyramid Age): 2800 - 2250 B.C. 

Third through Sixth Dynasties. 
 
First Intermediate Period: 2250 - 2000 B.C. 

Seventh through Eleventh Dynasties. 
 
Middle Kingdom: 2000 - 1780 B.C. 

Twelfth Dynasty. 
 

Second Intermediate Period: 1780 - 1546 B.C. 
Thirteenth through Seventeenth Dynasties. 

 
New Kingdom (Egyptian Empire): 1546 -1085 B.C. 

Eighteenth through Twentieth Dynasties. 
[Tutankhamun ruled in the Eighteenth  
Dynasty, from 1366 to 1357 B.C.] 

 
The Decline: 1085-332 B.C. 

Twenty·First through Thirtieth Dynasties,  
to conquest by Alexander of Macedonia. 
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The revolution was led by Pharaoh Akhenaten himself. There were many attempts to divert him from it, 
usually complaints from the remote provinces of the empire that invading foreigners were threatening Egyptian 
hegemony and asking him to send troops. Akhenaten ignored them all, though he built new towns and temples in 
Kush; he single-mindedly pursued his chosen course. As a result, some modern historians, echoing the sentiments 
of the ancient priests, condemn him for allowing the empire to collapse, and for being a "pacifist." These writers 
err as much as their chief antagonist, James Henry Breasted, who praised Akhenaten as "the first individual in 
history." There can be no doubt that this remarkable man left his mark on history, but the revolution he led was a 
mass phenomenon. The language that historians call Late Egyptian first appeared during this period; in it the old 
word for poor came to mean free , and the old word for small came to mean normal. No single person or small 
group can transform the dialect of a whole people. Nor does such a transformation happen in a single moment. 
Even the obligatory artist's canon had been violated in previous dynasties; it was only in the representations of 
divinity and royalty that its obser vance had been absolute. Deviations were permissible in drawings of servants, 
artisans, and prisoners. Thus it was actually the lower class art form that was extended to the royal court at 
Amarna, and at times it exceeded the bounds of propriety. Some of the representations of Akhenaten border on 
caricature, ancestors of the political cartoon. 

Had this revolution culminated in civil war as some of the earlier ones had, it would likely have resulted 
in the complete collapse of Egyptian society. But the military leaders had made their point, and the priests were 
ready to strike a bargain. Upon Akhenaten's death (and that of his co-regent Smenkhkara), his nine-year-old son, 
Tutankhaten, assumed the throne. Civil authority administered the delicate balance of power as the vizier Ay ruled 
through the boy-king. With decisive power now firmly established in military hands, the old priests were given 
back their bureaucratic positions. The pharaoh changed his name to Tutankhamun and returned the capital to 
Thebes. Much of the freedom of expression of Amarna was allowed to continue, but the Aten cult was gradually 
suppressed. After nine years the young king died; he may have been assassinated. Records survive showing that 
his wife, Ankhesenamun, sought a Hittite prince as her husband in order to prevent Ay from becoming pharaoh. 
But the prince was murdered on his way to Thebes, and she capitulated; she and Ay were married and Ay ruled in 
his own name. 

By now the [revolutionary] energy of Amarna was dissipated. Ay was strictly a caretaker on the throne 
ruling for three or four years. Upon his death, General Haremhab succeeded to the throne. Having no further need 
for the political independence of his army, he fully restored the authority of the priesthood and the old gods, and 
systematically wiped out every monument to Akhenaten, Tutankhamun, and Ay. With the counter-revolution 
completed, the curtain fell on the Eighteenth Dynasty. 

* * * * * 
The nutshell history by Professor Edward F. Wente included in the exhibition catalog isn't very helpful 

for understanding any of this. Even though he limits his essay to the leading personalities, he misses nearly every 
opportunity to share insights into Egyptian society. For example, Amenhotpe III's marriage to Teye, a so-called 
commoner, was probably a serious violation of Egyptian racial customs. Since the early dynasties, Egyptian 
painting had idealized the royal couple as consisting of a dark red- or brownskinned king and a lighter, 
yellowskinned queen. Brother-sister marriages probably made this a difficult distinction to achieve and may 
account for the strong importance of cosmetics to Egyptian royalty. Amenootpe III's marriage to Teye was a 
momentous departure from orthodoxy, since the Egyptian crown's authority and legitimacy had long been 
determined according to matriarchal criteria. Pretenders to the throne usually validated their claims by marriage to 
the most legitimate royal heiress. Wente is certainly correct in guessing that this marriage expressed the in creased 
power of the military class. 

During this period Black Nubian soldiers from Kush were the elite troops of the Egyptian army; the word 
for Nubian was synonymous with the word for police (earlier it had meant gold). These additional facts would 
have illuminated Wente's account considerably. His account of the Amarna period and its aftermath seems to be 
simply a summary of conventional scholarship, but sidestepping all the outstanding conflicts in interpretation. 
This section of the catalog reads as though Professor Wente and his colleagues were trying to establish a point so 
important to The New York Times: this is "an exhibition of art, not of history.” But is such a thing really possible?  
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Art and History 

The idea that art can be separated from history implies that there exist universally applicable aesthetic 
values. (This is the most generous interpretation that can be accepted. Even the most foolish critic will accept the 
fact that art is dependent on technology - one cannot have a novel until printing has been invented, etc. William 
Ivins argued that a technique becomes a fine art only when it is historically obsolete.) Plekhanov took up this 
point in a debate with novelist Ivan Turgenev. Turgenev had pointed to Venus of Milo as an expression of a 
universal standard of artistic beauty. Plekhanov replied that if a Hottentot encountered Venus, he would certainly 
"have his doubts" about her. Venus is attractive “only to a part of the white race." True, he wrote, her appeal spans 
more than a single age of human development. "Venus of Milo is an ideal of the female form which corresponds 
to many stages in this development. Many, but not all." The problem, if we are to discover the full significance of 
Treasures of Tutankhamun – why has the attendance been double the predicted turnout? - can only be, explained 
by history. What is it about ancient Egyptian art that strikes such a responsive chord in the United States and other 
countries today? To answer properly we have to probe beneath the consciously articulated responses of individual 
viewers. 

* * * * * 
Humans had inhabited some parts of the world for at least two million years prior to the Neolithic era 

without becoming civilized. About 7,000 years ago the land we know as Egypt became habitable. By 4000 B.C. 
settlers along the Nile were cultivating regular crops. In another 500 years they had state governments, and by 
3200 B.C. Upper and Lower Egypt were unified under a single government and urban civilization had begun. 
From the earliest Nile settlements to the building of the Great Pyramid at Gizeh was a little over 2,000 years. 
Other peoples have accomplished as much in two millennia, but none have built a culture that endured like the 
Egyptian. For 3,000 years Egyptian civilization withstood every attack. It rose from the ashes following the 
expulsion of conquering invaders; it established order but did not disarm revolution. It laid the mathematical 
foundation for all of western civilization. It came to an end only when the successive waves of conquerors could 
no longer be militarily defeated - Persians, Macedonians, Greeks, and Romans. A culture which can erect 
civilization from ruin time and again for 3,000 years is a wondrous thing to behold. It suggests a harmony 
between people and their environment which has never been matched by any other. This, I think, is the magnetic 
force that draws millions to the long lines waiting to see Treasures of Tutankhamun. 

The fact that they do not understand or articulate their quest in this way should come as no surprise, given 
the torrent of propaganda standing in the way of a full comprehension, and the shortcomings of the exhibit itself. 
Even so, if that were the limit of the "lessons" people seek from ancient Egypt, it would be necessary to beware of 
danger. In some ways Egyptian civilization was backward-looking and conservative. Despite knowledge of iron 
as early as Tutankhamun's day, the Egyptians never put it to work for them. Beyond a certain point of  
development they did not have to go, because the fertility of the Nile’s alluvial plain, the abundance of labor, and 
the availability of draft animals provided everything they required. This was not so farther south. Tsetse flies 
prevented the use of livestock in agriculture, and the soil was not as fertile as the lower Nile valley. Iron was 
needed if hoe cultivation was to provide a successful foundation for civilization. Andso the Kushites at Meroe, 
standing on the shoulders of the Egyptians, led much of the world into a flourishing Iron Age. If we learn well, we 
will some day admire the accomplishments of that society as today we esteem the Egyptians. 

At that point we will permanently part company with the bourgeoisie in matters of culture. By adding a 
coat of white-wash, the ruling class has found a way to absorb, or co-opt, Egyptian civilization as an acceptable 
ancestor to its own, thus predating the Greeks who were long credited with being the originators of all that is good 
in the bourgeois social order. But I don't think they can grant the same status to undeniably Black Africans 
without calling into question their most basic, white-supremacist assumptions. Nonetheless, the welcome the 
masses have shown to Treasures of Tutankhamun has taken them a long step in that direction. It has also, for the 
first time, indicated the limits of present-day culture and entertainment by providing a firm standard of 
comparison. Who would care to suggest the aspects of modern U.S. society which will provide value to anyone 
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for the next 300 years, never mind the next 3,000? Yet what people can resist for long the challenge to do 
something that will legitimately be treasured by generations of people in the distant future? 

Up to now the main ideologica1 barrier has been white chauvinism, which has permeated the very deepest 
layers and outlying corners of our culture. Sooner or later the force of the national liberation struggles in the 
United States and around the world had to have sufficient impact to register changes that would be reflected in 
mass culture - not only quantitatively (more Blacks, Puerto Ricans, Native Americans, etc. in more important 
roles), but also qualitatively, elevating the overall meaning and content of what mass culture is. The 
unprecedented response to Treasures of Tutankhamun indicates that that process has begun. 
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