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W Tl R

EDITORIAL FOREWORD

In prREPARING DAvID GUEsT’s MS. for the press I have
made only those alterations in the text—all of them
purely verbal—which I felt sure he would himself have
made. In one place a sentence—found to be un-
necessary—was removed; in another a sentence was
added. One quotation was removed and replaced by a
more apposite one, and half a dozen footnotes have
been added in places where it seemed they would be
helpful.

Otherwise the work is just as David Guest left it.
I did not feel it either necessary or desirable to alter
those few passages which serve to date his work
precisely, or those in which he is much too flattering
to myself.

In the main, the work speaks for itself. It should do
what he intended it to do, namely, lead plain men and
women to a readier and a fuller understanding of the
cause for which he gave his life.

T. A. JACKSON.






INTRODUCTION

Tee NEED FOr THEORY

How far can the working-class movement go without
bothering about theory?

Even to-day we often meet practical workers who
look on “theorising” as an interesting but not very
important side-line, sometimes even regarding it with
contempt as a waste of time. Indeed it is not impossible
that someone with these views will pick up this little
volume and skim the first few pages. If so, he will be
bound to notice that it deals with some highly
“theoretical” questions, and if we are to prevent him
closing it impatiently we must attempt some sort of
self-justification. In short, we must answer the practical
man’s questions, “what is the use of all this theorising?”’
and “how can it help a practical worker to get on with
the job?”

The best way of doing this is to follow our friend the
would-be practical worker in the “day-to-day’ struggle.
Whatever his field of activity he soon finds that at
every turn he runs up against the much-despised
theory. He finds himself forced to ask, “What do we do
next?” And the answer always involves another
question, “What result are you trying to achieve?”
In order to justify his course of action on any particular
matter (for example, a strike), he has to make an
appeal to gemeral grounds (in this case the general
end desired and the general experience of strike tactics).

9
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But general statements of this kind make up precisely
what we call theory—and if they have the further
character of being checked up by experience we call
them scientific theory.

The theory at the basis of all conscious Socialist
activity is modern Scientific Socialism (Marxzism). This
comprises first of all the strategy and tactics of the class
struggle in the narrow sense (in which the strike tactics
just mentioned are a detail). It requires also a know-
ledge of the historical economic roots of class divisions
in capitalist society, and of those laws of development
of capitalism which were first investigated by Marx in
his great work Capital.

But capitalism has only existed during a part of
human history, and human society and its history
covers only a small part of the whole period that life
has existed on the earth. Again, life on the earth has
endured for only a very brief portion of the vast
history of matter. All this compels us to attempt to see
our problems in perspective—in relation to the world
and its development as a whole. Only in this way can
we be sure that we have not left something out of the
picture, and that our method of investigation is the
correct one.

THE PROLETARIAN WorLD OUTLOOK

What we are seeking is a general view of the world
which shall be rooted in the facts of science—including
here not merely the so-called ‘natural sciences”
(physics, chemistry, biology, ete.), but also the sciences
of human society and human thought. Without such
a general view Scientific Socialism cannot be complete,
cannot stand firmly on its own feet. The working out of
such a “world outlook™ or philosophy is all the more
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important because Scientific Socialism does not win
universal acceptance in present day (bourgeois) society.
In fact its root assumptions conflict with the general
outlook that dominates bourgeois society.

This bourgeois world outlook is in the first place
conservative, and for that reason hostile to a scientific
study of human society with all its revolutionary
implications. In the second place, so far as form is
concerned, it is most commonly religious, regarding
the existing order as in some way divinely sanctioned.
Even where not openly religious it retains certain
anti-scientific features, exalting ‘“mind” or “spirit”
above ‘“‘mere matter.” Both the general picture of the
world and the very technique of thinking are affected
by that fear of passing beyond the limits of capitalism,
which is most characteristic of the bourgeois outlook.

It is clear that this bourgeois outlook can only be
a hindrance to the workers in their class struggle for
emancipation. In order to free themselves from the
chains of capitalism, chains which are mental as well as
physical, the workers (whom we will call collectively
the proletariat) need a militant, revolutionary philo-
sophy. This philosophy must not be like the philosophies
of the past, which as Marx said in his Theses on
Feuerbach, ‘“‘only interpreted the world in different
ways,” but it must actively guide and direct the
proletariat in its revolutionary task of changing the
world. It must be materialistic in the sense that it is
based on scientific study of the material world, on an
acceptance of this as the basic reality. But at the same
time it must see this world in process of constant
revolutionary change, it must be dialectical.

The development and application of this philosophy
of Dialectical Materialism, which is the proletarian
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world outlook we have been seeking, forms the subject
of this hook. While in some ways it might seem to be
the most “theoretical” of subjects, we have seen that it
arises in response to definite practical needs. We will
find later that it is a mighty and indispensable weapon
on all fronts of the class struggle.

TeE UNiTy OoF THEORY AND PRACTICE

It is not only in the social and political field that
theory is seen to arise out of practice. A study of the
history of the sciences shows how each science in turn
has grown out of the knowledge gained in practice and
out of the need to extend that practice to wider and
more difficult fields of endeavour. As Engels says:

“The successive developments of the separate branches
of naturalscience should be studied. First of all, astronomy
—if only on account of the seasons it was absolutely
indispensable for pastoral and agricultural peoples.
Astronomy can only develop with the aid of mathematics.
Hence this also had to be tackled. Further, at a certain
stage of agriculture and in certain regions (raising of
water for irrigation in Egypt), and especially with the
origin of towns, big building operations and the develop-
ment of handicrafts—mechanics. This was soon needed
also for navigation and war. Moreover it requires the aid
of mathematics and so promotes the latter’s development.
Thus, from the very beginning the origin and development
of the sciences has been determined by production.”—
Engels, Dialectics of Nature (extract given in Modern
Quarterly, Vol. 1, No. 4, p. 358).

All scientific workers to-day recognise more or less
fully that scientific theory grows out of social practice—
is, in fact, a continuation of social practice “by other
means”’—and in turn reacts upon and aids the develop-
ment of further practice.
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In his essay on Newton (in Science at the Cross-
roads) Hessen brilliantly destroys the conventional
idea of Newton as “Some dreamer of the skies,” far
removed from considerations of earthly practice. He
shows how the problems solved by Newton were set by
the “all-too human” practical needs of the time.

But if theory first arises in response to practical
needs it must not be forgotten that once arisen it has
its degree of independent development, and reacts,
more or less powerfully, upon the practical basis from
which it arose, and effects its developing transforma-
tion.

Thus theory and practice form a “unity of opposites”
whose mutual modification has and can have no
conceivable end while the human race endures. Human
practice is primary—*‘In the beginning was the deed,”
as Goethe says—but since ‘‘practice makes perfect”
its development forces forward the development of
theory and this reacts back on the practice as we have
already seen.

Recognition of this unity of the “opposites” theory and
praciice is the very keystone of Dialectical Materialism,
and as we will see immediately is one of the points
where it most sharply encounters bourgeois philosophy.

TeEORY AND THE BrRITISE LABOUR MOVEMENT

We have now to explain the peculiar attitude of many
practical workers to theory that we noticed at the
beginning. In part this attitude is a general result
of class-divided society and due to the division of
labour between “manual” and “intellectual” workers
that capitalism has carried to the utmost limit. This
division of labour leads to theory being developed in
apparent independence of practice, and gives rise to
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scholastic, abstract, ‘“armchair,” theories which
naturally excite the contempt of “practical” people.
The *“split” between theory and practice generated in
this way is further intensified by the conservative
limitations of bourgeois thinking, and that inability
to face up to reality which is the cause of so much
hypocrisy in bourgeois thought. The mental attitude
involved in this split between theory and practice is far
commoner than is realised, even among Socialists who
think themselves free from bourgeois taint. It is
crystallised in such a remark as “It may be true in
theory, but it does not work out in practice.” Against
this sort of muddled thinking, which fails to see that the
truth of a theory is tested in practice, we must declare
merciless warfare. It is largely responsible for the
contemptuous attitude of the practical worker to
theory.

But part of the cause of this attitude in the British
Labour Movement must be set down to specific
“national” circumstances. Over sixty years ago Engels
wrote of “the indifference of the English Labour
Movement to all theory, which is one of the reasons
why it moves so slowly in spite of the splendid organ-
isation of the individual unions.””? This relative in-
difference to theory and preference for rule-of-thumb,
empirical methods was shared by the British workers
with other classes of British society. It was un-
doubtedly the result of the early development of
British capitalism which gave the bourgeoisie plenty to
do exploiting its monopoly of the world market (in
which the workers shared indirectly), and allowed it to
leave to the less favoured continental bourgeoisie the
consolation of theorising. When the modern Labour
Movement came into existence on the basis of the craft
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unions it had this empirical character very strongly
impressed on it. It could not of course get along
completely without theory. But the theory it almost un-
consciously adopted was the bourgeois Liberalism and
Radicalism of the day. This was later dressed up as the
Utopian idealist Socialism of the IL.P., though in
essence it remained on the same platform of humani-
tarian reform.

It took the shocks of the world crisis of Imperialism
that began with the Great War to reveal the inad-
equacies of this “‘Socialism” and to show that the
Scientific Socialism of Marx and Lenin was the only
reliable guide for the Labour movement. Since then the
further developments of the crisis have shaken many
people in all classes out of their state of mental inertia
and have driven them to seek some explanation of why
things are happening as they are. This is the secret of
the growing popularity of all kinds of philosophy,
psychology and pseudo-science.

The old attitude to theory is indeed breaking down.
The practical man, the devotee of common sense,
realises that the world is a more difficult place than he
had thought. But there is a danger of his lapsing into
the other extreme, of his embracing any kind of
fantasy merely because it appears to offer some kind
of explanation of the world. Only a scientific theory,
one closely linked up with practice, deserves to be
listened to. And the only world outlook which is based -
scientifically on the sum-total of available human
knowledge is Dialectical Materialism.







CHAPTER ONE

TWO WORLD OUTLOOKS

“The great basic question of all philosophy, especially
of modern philosophy, is that concerning the relation of
thinking and being.’’*

F. ENGELs.

MATERIALISM VERSUS IDEALISM

We have seen that the theoretical basis of the
working-class movement—Scientific Socialism—implies
a consistent, many-sided scientific outlook on the
world. This outlook is incompatible with theological or
mystical conceptions, in that it seeks a natural explan-
ation of all phenomena, including the phenomena of
human society. On this fundamental issue it comes
inevitably into conflict with the dominant outlook of
bourgeois society.

Here we have a conflict which is modern in form but
in essence is very old. The point at issue is in fact what
Engels calls “‘the great basic question of all philosophy.”
After showing that the source of this problem lies in the
theological notion of the “‘soul,” which derives ulti-
mately from the naive guesses of primitive peoples,
Engels goes on to explain its modern form:

“The answers which the philosophers gave to this ques-
tion split them into two great camps. Those who asserted
the primacy of Spirit to Nature and, therefore, in the last
instance, assumed world creation in some form or other
—(and among the philosophers, Hegel, for example, this
Bx 17"
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creation often becomes still more intricate and impossible
than in Christianity)—comprised the camp of idealism.
The others who regarded Nature as primary, belong to
the schools of materialism.

“These two expressions, idealism and materialism,
primarily signify nothing more than this; and here also
they are not used in any other sense. What confusion
arises when some other meaning is put into them will be
seen below.”’2

It is impossible to over-emphasise the importance
of this distinction between materialist and idealist
philosophy. All consistent thinkers belonging to either
“camp” have recognised it. Sometimes it figures under
the name “naturalism versus supernaturalism.” Some-
times the opposites are called “realism” and “ideal-
ism.” But (apart from misunderstandings which will be
considered in Chapter VIII) the distinction is always
between the kind of philosophy which glorifies mind,
ideas, spirit—whether human or “divine”—exalting
them above mere matter and external conditions (as
tdealist philosophy does), and that other kind of
philosophy which sees these intellectual processes as
secondary and dependent, as only arising at a given
stage in the evolution of the material universe (which
is the view of the materialist philosophy).

It will be understood that this philosophical use of
the terms ‘‘idealism” and “materialism” is quite
different from their customary colloquial use. A
philosophical idealist may be—and frequently is—a
“‘gross materialist”’ in the ordinary sense. But there is
nothing to prevent a philosophical materialist holding
political ideals, provided these are scientifically
grounded. It is against this confusion that Engels
warns us in the above passage.
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One might have hoped that it would have been
common ground to all would-be “Marxists® by now.
But unfortunately certain representatives of what
T. A. Jackson calls the “Anglo-American school of
Marxism” have fallen into this elementary trap. See
for example (p. 125) Casey’s Method in Thinking, also
the remarkable passage in the same book which
concludes (p. 153) by advising the proletariat in some
cases to foster idealism.*

Later on we will meet with attempts to “transcend”
these two basic philosophies, attempts to build a
neutral philosophy which shall be neither materialism
nor idealism. But all such attempts get shipwrecked
against reality. We will find that they are as impossible
as the famous “non-party” attitude in polities.

TeE Locicar. Roots oF IDEALISM

Idealist philosophy may have its roots in the
theological conception of the world. But to-day it is
generally supported by arguments of a logico-meta-
physical character. Its advocates attempt to show that
the very nature of human knowledge leads to idealist
conclusions. Materialism, with its “dogmatic” belief
in the outer world becomes with these advocates a
mere obstinate prejudice which will not stand the test
of critical thinking. Let us take a look at the sort of
arguments that are produced in favour of this idealist
philosophy.

If we open almost any modern popular book on

* Later in Chapters VII and VIII we shall see something of Casey’s
dialectics, Meanwhile it is amusing to note the same Comrade Casey
who is guilty of the elementary blunder here referred to, is so kind as
to point out the “‘bad dialectics” and “muddled thinking” in Lenin
;:d to shov(v1 llum how via Dietzgen through Casey—his mistakes may

correcte

e
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philosophy we will find that the argument starts off by
creating a certain atmosphere of doubt.*

Thus Joad, in his Guide to Philosophy, begins with
the question, ‘“What do we know of the outside world?”
He then proceeds to examine a number of statements
embodying the “common-sense” view of the world, and
concludes that * . . . it is reasonably certain that in the
form in which we have just stated them, none of them
is true.” A similar path is followed by Bertrand Russell
in many of his writings. We will take the form he gives
the argument in his Problems of Philosophy.

In this book Russell starts off by asking if there is
“any knowledge in the world that is so certain that no
reasonable man could doubt it?” To the philosopher
in his study (who assumes, by the way, that he has
an unquestioned title to ‘‘reasonableness’) there
seems very little of such knowledge indeed. This
table, of whose ‘“‘solid reality” the ordinary man
is so strongly convinced—what do we know about
it? True, we experience a certain feeling of ‘hard-
ness”” when we touch it, and we see various coloured
images when, as we say, we look at the table from
different angles and in different lights. But beyond
these feelings and these images, and the fact of
their association, the rest is mere inference. Whether
or not there may be good reason to believe in the
existence of the ‘“real table,” or more generally in a
material world, all that is primarily “given to us,” all
that we know for certain, are our sensations (Russell
uses the word “‘sense-data’). Thus, Russell concludes,
“whatever else may be doubtful, some at least of our

* This “‘method of systematic doubt” was introduced into modern
philosophy by the Frenchman Descartes, whose philosophical starting-
point was ‘‘I think, therefore I am.”
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immediate experiences seem absolutely certain.” A
“reasonable man” could doubt the existence of a
material world as the cause of his sensations, but not
the sensations themselves. The point of view arrived at
by Russell in this argument is essentially the view of the
sceptical philosophy, whose most prominent:representa-
tive, David Hume (1711-76) also regarded his sensa-
tions as the most certain form of knowledge, and
declared it impossible to decide “‘whether they arise
immediately from the object, or are produced by the
creative power of the mind, or are derived from the
author of our being.” Much the same view was held by
nineteenth-century Agnosticism, and in Chapter VIII
we will examine in more detail its twentieth-century
form. For the present we will merely observe that it is
a very half-hearted and inconsistent halting-place in an
argument, which pursued logically leads to unqualified
idealism.

Bishop Berkeley, who came before Hume (168517 58),
used the sceptical arguments we have indicated, not
merely as reasons for doubting the existence of a
material world, but as proof positive that all reality is
somehow “mental.” With Berkeley this view, which is
fullblown philosophical idealism, takes the more
definite shape that so-called material objects are really
thoughts in the mind of the Creator. It is not surprising
that Berkeley was able to use his philosophy to give a
“reasoned defence” of Christianity, which earned him
his bishopric. But there is no reason to stop the
argument at the point where the open idealists leave off.
We can follow still further along this “path of descent
into hell,” and passing beyond the position of sceptical
and idealist philosophy reach solipsism—the “skeleton
in the cupboard™ of idealist philosophy. Solipsism is the
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view that nothing exists except ‘“‘my”’ sensations, that all
the objects of the world, including other people are ““but
complexes of sensations” (and my sensations at that!).

Idealist philosophers (including Russell, in his
above-mentioned book) are always stumbling over this
difficulty, and then running away from it as hard as
they can. It must be admitted that starting from a
belief in nothing except “‘my” sensations it is very hard
to “prove” the existence of anything else. But the true
position is even worse than we have indicated. We may
doubt the accuracy of our memories, even the con-
tinuity of thought required to complete a sentence, and
thus arrive at a “philosophy” called “solipsism of the
present moment.” Needless to say its adherents are not
to be found outside lunatic asylums!

This is a strange path that we have followed. We
started with the philosopher in his study, consumed
with doubt in the real existence of his writing table.
We next found ourselves in the company of a philo-
sophising bishop, who rejected the alleged “dogma’ of
matter in order to substitute the very real dogmas of
religion. And we ended amid the ravings of an insane
asylum. This line of argument which starts with
“philosophical doubt” is truly self-destructive. Yet it is
recommended to us as the only “strictly scientific”
method, which starts “right at the beginning” and
makes *‘no arbitrary assumptions.” Have we then really
no alternative?

THE MATERIALIST ANSWER TO IDEALISM

If we are to avoid these self-destructive conclusions
we must abandon completely the line of argument
which led to them. We must reject that innocent-
looking philosophical doubt, which pretends to start
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with the minimum of assumptions, but really denies
the existing world in order to replace it by arbitrary
fantasies of the philosopher. We must adopt in our
reasoning that same materialist standpoint which we all
adopt in practice in our daily lives, a standpoint which
was thus expressed by Marx and Engels in one of their
earliest works:

“The premises from which we begin are not arbitrary
ones, not dogmas, but are real premises from which
abstraction can only be made in the imagination. They
are the real individuals, their activity and the material
conditions under which they live, both those which they
find already existing and those produced by their
activity. These premises can thus be verified in a purely
empirical way.”3

“Real premises from which abstraction can only be made
in imagination,” here we have the essential materialist
critique of idealism, the refusal to make an unreal
abstraction from what is actually “given us,” and to
substitute the shadowy “ideas” and ‘‘sense-data” of
the philosopher. To those idealists who would ask us,
how can you prove the existence of a material world?
we would reply, how can you doubt it?* Since we must
judge idealist philosophers as we do political parties,
by their actions and not by their words, we conclude
that idealists cannot in practice disbelieve in a material
world, which does not depend for its existence on
their sensations. Among the philosophers even Hume
admitted that it was impossible to carry sceptical
philosophy outside the study.

* In the assertion “I,” “my,” or *‘mine’ our own material existence
is presupposed. In our own existence is presupposed all the requisites
for that existence including the material universe. Thus if the idealist
starts with “I”” or “my” sensations he tacitly concedes the material
universe he proceeds to juggle into non-existence.
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The materialist standpoint has been thus put by
Levy in a recent book:

“The universe is our datum, it is given, it exists, it is
the everyday world of common sense and common experi-
ence. It is a world of process. Mankind is just such a
changing feature, a compound and indissoluble part of it,
and yet so definitely differentiated from the whole that it
is easily induced to isolate itself in thought as if it were
an independent thing; and therein as we have seen, lies
a danger.”+

This materialist standpoint is the true alternative to
idealist scepticism. Unlike the latter it is not self-
destructive. Nor is it “uncritical.” It is the practical
standpoint on which natural science has worked from
the earliest times. And as we have already indicated,
and will verify in detail when we come to deal with
“empirical matter,” this standpoint is just as essential
for the science of society.

TrHE SociaL RooTs oF IDEALISM AND MATERIALISM

Idealism and materialism are two ways of looking at
the world. But the struggle between them is no mere
struggle of abstract principles. It is essentially a
reflection of the contradictions and conflicts in modern
class-divided society. That is why the founders of
Marxism (and later on Lenin) paid such great attention
to it.

Idealist philosophy leads to a sceptical attitude
towards science, to “masked” theological conceptions
(if not to open supernaturalism), and to the obscurantist
misdescription of existing human relationships. It thus
becomes a useful buttress of the capitalist order.

Materialist philosophy, on the other hand, is chal-
lenging, critical, revolutionary. It makes clear the
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actual nature of human relationships, and it demands
that human action be based upon scientific study of the
real world instead of upon pleasant, mental fantasies.
It was their thoroughgoing materialist outlook that
enabled Marx and Engels tomakeascience of Socialism.*

“If materialism in general explains consciousness as the
outcome of existence, and not conversely, then materi-
alism as applied to the social life of mankind must explain
social consciousness as the outcome of social existence.”s

We have here in fact the opposition between the points
of view of Scientific and of Utopian Socialism already
noted, and we see that this opposition is merely a
special case of the general opposition between materia-
list and idealist philosophy. In view of the bourgeois
connections of idealist philosophy to-day, it is not sur-
prising that so many Utopians (e.g. J. R. MacDonald)
have come to a bad end!{

In Chapter VIII we will examine more fully the
development of this philosophical conflict in the condi-
tions of the modern class struggle. Here we have just
gone into sufficient detail to characterise materialism
and idealism very briefly, and to explain why the out-
look of the militant proletariat must be materialist. In
the next chapter we will review the history of materia-
lism, and will show why the proletarian outlook must
also be dialectical.

* All idealism is forced to deny the bare possibility of a science of

human society.
t Note also the pragmatist solipsist support given to Trotsky.



CHAPTER TWO

MATERIALISM: MECHANICAL AND
DIALECTICAL

“My dialectic method is not only different from the
Hegelian, but is its direct opposite.”® R

EARLY MATERIALISM

“What is the primary stuff of the Universe?”’ The
earliest known school of Greek Philosophers, the
Milesians, were engaged in finding a thoroughly
materialist answer to this question. While Thales
believed this primary substance to be water, his pupil
Anaximander is reported to have maintained that “It
is neither water nor any other of the so-called elements,
but a substance different from them which is infinite,
from which arise all the heavens and the worlds within
them.””* This substance he held to be eternal and ageless
and said that it “encompasses all the worlds.” “And
besides this, there was an eternal motion, in which was
brought about the origin of the worlds.”

Here in the case of Anaximander we can see how
powerfully the materialist world outlook stimulates
scientific speculation. He was the first to maintain
that the earth swings freely in space without need of
support. Still more remarkable was his anticipation of
the modern theory of evolution. Fragments of his

* These quotations are taken from Burnett’s Early Greek Philosophy.
26
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teachings have been preserved which leave no doubt
that Anaximander believed (1) that all life originated
from the sea, and (2) that man arose from fish life by
some process of adaptation. Of course, these were only
“speculations.” The necessary groundwork of detailed
scientific investigation had not yet been laid. But
they show how already at this very early date the
materialist outlook pointed the way to scientific
advance.

The “Milesian School’’ of philosophy is named after
the important Greek town of Miletus which gave birth
to it. In George Henry Lewes’ History of Philosophy
we are told that “Miletus was one of the most flourish-
ing Greek colonies—its commerce by sea and land was
immense. Its political constitution afforded opportunity
for individual activity.”

Here then we meet those social conditions which were
often in later times to prove favourable to the materia-
list world outlook. In general, materialism has been the
banner of progressive classes throughout history,
whether the ancient commercial classes, the bourgeoisie
in its revolutionary period, or the modern proletariat.

Later Greek philosophy developed more on idealist
lines (in Chapter VI we will consider some important
aspects of this development). But great materialist
thinkers also appeared. Such were Leucippus and
Democritus, originators of the atomic conception of
matter, who did much to inspire scientific thought at a
later time. There were also thinkers like Aristotle, the
basic content of whose teaching is materialistic.

When the Greek world decayed and political reaction
triumphed materialist philosophy disappeared, to give
place to the most reactionary varieties of mysticism
and supernaturalism.
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MECHANICAL MATERIALISM

The early Greek materialists made brilliant guesses
about the nature of things. Their work is a kind of
“scientific poetry.” But it was not founded on a really
, scientific method, on a detailed scientific study of the
world. In Greek society, based as it was primarily on
land-cultivation by slaves, the social motives for such
a development of science were lacking. These motives
first became powerful with the growth of commodity
production in Europe, particularly from the sixteenth
century onwards. The bourgeoisie needed scientific,
materialist thinking for two reasons. In the first place
it required to develop natural science, especially
mechanics, for the sake of its industrial applications.
But, secondly, it was necessary to challenge the intel-
lectual stranglehold of the Papal Church, and its
Royalist-absolute offshoots, which were the main props
of the feudal order.

In Great Britain, one of the first countries in which
feudalism was undermined, there appeared a crop of
materialist philosophers (including Bacon, Locke and
Hobbes as outstanding figures in the seventeenth
century) leading Marx to say that ‘“Materialism is the
natural-born son of Great Britain.””? Unfortunately,
when the British bourgeoisie lost the revolutionary
ardour of its youth and became respectably conserva-
tive, this same materialist philosophy was later treated
as an illegitimate son!

The materialism that grew up in this period was pro-
foundly affected by the development of science. The
outstanding achievement of the first phase in the
development of modern science (from the sixteenth to
the eighteenth century) was Mechanics. This was
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developed by Newton to a high stage of perfection, and
became for some time a model to all sciences of what
an “exact science’ should be. Most of physics was in
a much more primitive state (indeed it required the
prior development of mechanics) and still less was
known of chemistry or biology. Thus mechanics
dominated science and the philosophy that arose from
it may be termed mechanical materialism.

Mechanical Materialism looked upon the world as on
some very complicated machine, which has been wound
up some time and then set going according to fixed,
unalterable laws to all eternity. There was no room in
such a scheme for evolution or any sort of real change.
This mode of thinking was “metaphysical” (in the sense
used by Hegel and later by Marxists). That is to say,
it saw everything in terms of hard and fast absolutes,
polar opposites which mutually excluded each other, and
for it the rigid distinctions of formal logic represented
the final law. The logic of this mode of thinking will be
specially examined in Chapter V.

Meanwhile as an illustration of mechanical materia-
lism, we may take the great French materialist
D'Holbach, who concluded some scientific speculations
with these words: “If one were to reject all the previous
conjectures, if one were to pretend that nature acts
through a certain sum of unchangeable and general
laws: if one were to believe that man, the quadruped,
fish, insects, plants, etc., have always existed and will
for ever remain as they are: if one were to insist that
the stars would shine in the firmament for all eternity,
we should not object.”s

D’Holbach is here speaking for the whole school of
French materialists that prepared men’s minds in the
eighteenth century for the coming revolution. The



30 DIALECTICAL MATERIALISM

limitations of their standpoint were above all revealed
whenever they came to deal with human society. They
could reject such things as despotism and religion as
“bad”—even the whole middle ages could be dismissed
as a “bad thing,” rather in the spirit of that well-known
history book 7066 And All That! But they were powerless
to explain the historical events they condemned. Such
an explanation was made impossible by the basic
defect of their philosophy, its failure to understand
development.

DiarEcTicAnL IDEALISM AND ITS
MATERIALIST INVERSION

The defects of mechanical materialism led to an
idealist reaction which grew in intensity as the
bourgeoisie everywhere shrank back from a truly
revolutionary role.* In the eighteenth century the
materialist philosophers considered that they had
destroyed idealism. But

“during the first four decades of the nineteenth century
nobody would hear a word of materialism, which, in its
turn, was considered to be dead and buried. The material-
ist doctrine appeared for the whole philosophical and
literary world as it appeared to Goethe, as ‘grey,’
‘gloomy’ and ‘dead’: ‘People shuddered before it as
before a spectre’ (Goethe). Speculative philosophy was
confident in its turn that its rival was forever defeated”’
(Plekhanov).¢

The leaders in this idealist revolt were the classical
German philosophers, especially Kant and Hegel, who
criticised exhaustively the weak points of eighteenth-
century materialism, its “hard and fast metaphysical

* Mechanical materialism had its reactionary side in its limitation
of the role of social revolution to restoring the *‘natural order” which
had become perverted by kings and priests.
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way of thinking” and developed in opposition to this
a dialectical philosophy which ‘studied things in
their development, in their arising and dying away”
(Plekhanov).s Dialectical thinking became essential
in science once the narrow boundaries of mechanies
were crossed, and in particular, as soon as such funda-
mental facts as the evolution of the species were
recognised (in the next chapter the new facts which
were then revolutionising science and compelling it to
be dialectical will be considered).

But such a dialectical outlook was most of all
important for an understanding of history and social
development. Here it is the great service of Hegel to
have conceived history as exhibiting a process of
development, instead of as a “‘chapter of accidents”
where everything is determined by the arbitrary
caprices of ‘‘great men” (a view then dominant and
often to be found among bourgeois historians to-day—
see Chapter IV).

The basic defect of all idealist philosophy, its
arbitrary @ priori nature, prevented the rational use of
the dialectical method developed by Hegel. Instead of
studying the laws of development of the real world by
the methods of science, an attempt was made to deduce
these laws from a study of ideas and concepts (which
were themselves but pictures, more or less accurate)
of the world.

According to Hegel, dialectics is the self-develop-
ment of the concept. “The absolute concept does not
only exist (where is unknown) from eternity, it is the
actual living soul of the whole existing world”’ (Engels).*
Again:

“According to Hegel, therefore, the dialectical develop-
ment apparent in nature and history, i.e. the causal
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interconnection of the progressive movement from the
lower to the higher, which asserts itself through all
zig-zag movements and temporary set-backs, is only a
miserable copy of the self-movement of the concept
going on from eternity, no one knows where, but at all
events independently of any thinking brain” (Engels).?

It was against this substitution of the mystical
‘“‘concept” for material reality that Marx and Engels
revolted when they turned the dialectic of Hegel “on
its head”—*“or, rather, turned off its head, on which it
was standing before, and placed it upon its feet again”
(Engels).s

Thus understood, dialectics was no longer a ‘“holy
mystery” but simply “reduced itself to the science of
the general laws of motion both of the external world
and of human thought.”®

Materialism came into its own again, but no longer
the mechanist materialism of the past, for dialectical
materialism took over from the intervening period of
idealist philosophy the real achievement of this
philosophy—its dialectic method—and applied this
with a really scientific, materialist attitude to reality.

Dialectical materialism appears at first sight to be a
return to the original Greek view of the world from
which philosophy started. And indeed, like this Greek
materialism, it sees the world as a single interconnected
whole in endless motion, a point of view which was lost
when the development of the special sciences broke up
this single picture of the world. But we must not forget
that it stands on a very different basis from the naive
materialism of the Greeks. It rests on “the whole
thought content of two thousand years of development
of philosophy and natural science, as well as the
historical development of these two thousand years.’’10
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If therefore it is a return to the old, it is a return “on a
higher level”” and is an example of that dialectical form
of development known as “‘the negation of the nega-
tion” which we are soon to investigate.

DIALECTICAL MATERIALISM AS THE PHILOSOPHY
0F THE PROLETARIAT

The philosophy of dialectical materialism whose
evolution we have just described, was first championed
by Marx and Engels as representatives of the revo-
lutionary workers’ movement. Bourgeois Nature-
Materialists of which there are a few modern repre-
sentatives besides others who continue the tradition of
the eighteenth-century materialists, has never been
able to rise above the narrow, mechanist limitations of
the old materialism.

Contemporary idealism always catches on to this
weakness, and is never tired of vanquishing its old
enemy, mechanical materialism, afresh. Here is a
typical example of such a “refutation” (from Joad’s
Meaning of Life):

“Thus Materialism explains everything in terms of
different arrangements and constructions of bits of
matter. Little bits of matter wandering aimlessly in
space have produced our hopes and fears, the scent of the
rose, the colour of the sunset, and the mystic’s experience
of God.”

(Note the high moral affectation of this effusion and its
deliberate invitation to reactionary supernaturalism!)
It is clear that such a refutation does not apply to
dialectical materialism, which is far from denying the
specific nature of the qualities that appear in the
successive stages of material evolution (see Chapter III).
Nor is dialectical materialism perturbed by the

Cxu




34 DIALECTICAL MATERIALISM

“mystics’ experience of God.” On the contrary—and
here lies its superiority over the old materialism—it
understands the social roots of such phenomena, and is
even able to explain what Mr. Joad is doing in such
strange company!

It is no accident that consistent representatives of
dialectical materialism are only to be found in the ranks
of the workers’ movement. The basic principle of this
philosophy, the unity of theory and practice (which,
properly understood, contains both its dialectical and
materialist aspects) requires that this should be so. But
for those who are still under the influence of bourgeois,
mechanistic thinking, one of whose inherent vices is the
separation of theory from practice, this is a hard
saying. As this point of view is expressly challenged in a
recently published Introduction to Dialectical Material-
ism by E. Conze, it is necessary to say something more
about it.

Dr. Conze, who, by the way, uses the name “Dialec-
tical Materialism” in his title, presumably to attract
readers, is extremely dissatisfied with this name.
It appears that it “has all the disadvantages that a
name can possibly have. It is cumbersome and un-
wieldly, unintelligible to the average person and
extremely vague to the expert.” Dr. Conze therefore
decides to dispense with this name, and explains that
“since the Marxist scientific method is the correct and
only scientific one, and since it is, as we shall see, not
restricted to Marxists, we will simply speak of ‘scientific
method’ instead of ‘dialectical materialism’.” Dr.
Conze then goes on to point out that the stupidity of the
Communists who ‘“honestly believe that the scientific
method in the Marxist sense can be clearly understood
only by such persons as prove to be clear-minded enough
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join the Communist parties—if only temporarily.”
All this is very clear—but we confess to a few
oubts. In the first place, Conze’s argument is rooted in
e separation of theory from practice already noted.
t introduces the idea of the non-Marxist (perhaps
anti-Marxist) using the Marxist scientific method.
Conze would perhaps reply that this might be possible
or a natural scientist in his own restricted field. But
even here we have enough examples—some of which
were noted by Engels in his time, but we have had
more, and worse since—of scientists getting hopelessly
confused in their own specialities, precisely because of
the metaphysical, idealist limitations of bourgeois
thought. And even where this is not the case, the fact
remains of fundamental importance, that no thinking
within one compartment however dialectical, makes
the general outlook of the scientist dialectical
materialism.

Conze’s terminology does not “clear up things.”
Under cover of doing away with unintelligible terms, it
obliterates the distinction between what commonly
passes for “‘scientific method” (an eclectic hodge-podge
of bourgeois metaphysics) and the Marxist scientifie
method. It covers up the whole historical evolution of
dialectical materialism (of which there is not a mention
anywhere in the book).

Indeed, this Iniroduction io Dialectical Materialism
does not once explain the term “materialism’ nor refer
to the age-long struggle around what Engels called
“the basic question of philosophy™! We are left in
doubt of Conze’s position on this issue. Probably (like
past revisers and “improvers” of Marxism) he would
regard it as an “antiquated” issue, not worth troubling
about. But we have seen that it is around this issue that
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the class fronts in modern philosophy are mainly
formed. So Conze’s “little omission” succeeds in
robbing revolutionary Marxism of its class content, in
castrating it and converting it into a harmless play-
thing.

Conze does not even think it necessary to settle
accounts with Marx and Engels on these matters. If
Marx used the term ‘“dialectical materialism” to
describe his standpoint, that merely proves he has a
‘“passion for clumsy and far-fetched terms.” This is
certainly an easy method of dealing with one’s pre-
decessors and a fine example of “scientific method”’!
(though not of the Marxist scientific method). But
perhaps it is explainable if we adopt the point of view of
those stupid Communists about the unity of theory and
practice, and if we remember that Conze is not now in
the ranks of the revolutionary movement. How far
away he stands from those ranks we will see in Chapter
VI—on Dialectics and Sophistry.




CHAPTER THREE

THE GENERAL NATURE OF DIALECTICS

“The general nature of Dialectics as the science of
connections, to be developed in contrast to Metaphysics.”t

ENGELSs.

Duarecrics AND NATURAL SCIENCE

We have shown how dialectical materialism arose
as a philosophy that studies the world as a whole
in its process of development, in contrast to the
old materialism, based on Newtonian Mechanics and
the so-called ““organic™ sciences (sciences of life forms)
which had not progressed beyond the stage of mere
classification. We have also seen that the primary urge
to the dialectical revolution in philosophy came from
the need to understand human history.

But in the nineteenth century big advances were
made in natural science which proved that here also
dialectical inter-connection and development were
everywhere to be found. Engels mentions three major
discoveries as being of decisive importance for changing
the outlook of natural science.

“The first was the proof of the transformation of
energy. All the innumerable operative causes in nature,
which until then had led a mysterious, inexplicable exist-
ence as so-called ‘forces—mechanical force, heat, radia-
tion (light and radiant heat), electricity, magnetism, the
force of chemical combination and dissociation—are now

37
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proved to be special forms, modes of existence of one
and the same energy, i.e., motion. The unity of all
motion in nature is no longer a philosophical assertion but
a fact of natural science.”

“The second—chronologically earlier—discovery was
that of the organic cell by Schwann and Schleiden—of
the cell as the unit, out of the multiplication and differ-
entiation of which all organisms, except the very lowest,
arise and develop.”

“But an essential gap still remained. If all multi-
cellular organisms—plants as well as animals, including
man—grow from a single cell according to the law of
cell-division, whence, then, comes the infinite variety of
these organisms? This question was answered by the
third great discovery, the theory of evolution, which was
first presented in connected form and substantiated by
Darwin.””2
These discoveries introduced dialectics into science

because they did away with the absolute boundaries
formerly thought to exist between the different
“forces” of nature, and because everywhere they
showed transformation, evolution, growth—in a word,
motion—to be the fundamental aspect of nature,
which must be appealed to in order to explain the
existing properties of “‘things.” But it did not follow
that scientists became thereby conscious or consistent
dialecticians. On the contrary, there followed an epoch
of theoretical confusion, in which fragments of the old
conception of the world were mixed up with the new, a
muddle which could only be fully cleared up by
consciously adopting the viewpoint of dialectical
materialism.

TrE LAws oF DiaLEcTiCAL PROCESS

In order to help this process of dialectically mastering
the new results of the special sciences, and so bring them
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into a unified whole, Engels made a special study of
nineteenth-century natural science. The results of this
study are embodied partly in his famous 4nti-Diihring,
but still more in that rich storehouse of thought, the
incompleted MSS. of Natur-Dialektik (i.e. Dialectics
of Nature).

This study convinced Engels

“in detail—of what in general I was not in doubt—
that amid the welter of innumerable changes taking
place in nature, the same dialectical laws of motion are
in operation as those which in history govern the appar-
ent fortuitousness of events; the same laws as those
which similarly form the thread running through the
history of the development of human thought, and
gradually rise to consciousness in‘the mind of man; the
laws which Hegel first formulated in an all-embracing
but mystical form, and which we made it our aim to strip
of this mystic form and to bring clearly before the mind
in their complete simplicity and universality.”s

The “dialectical laws of motion™ here referred to by
Engels are simply the most general features of process,
change, development, common to all “fields” which
make up the subject matter of the special sciences. Just
because these different “fields,” while clearly dis-
tinguishable, are also and at the same time no more
than particular aspects of one single world process, we
should expect to find such common features. These
dialectical laws are of course the most general laws
possible. In what follows we will see how they provide
amethod applicable to each of the special sciences.

In spite of his idealistic approach Hegel gave
many striking illustrations of dialectics. He was the
first to give the “classical” formulation of these laws
as:
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(1) The law of the transformation of quantity into
quality, and vice-versa.

(2) The law of the unity (interpenetration, identity) of
opposites.

(8) The law of the negation of the negation.

Engels adopted this formulation in his researches,
while Marx often refers to these laws in his writings.
We will explain and illustrate these laws by means of
examples, before passing on to the more systematic and
unified treatment which was given by Lenin.

Tee Law oF THE TRANSFORMATION OF QUANTITY
INTO QUuALITY AND VICE-VERSA

This law is essential for an understanding of the rise
of new qualities, and also for understanding the quanti-
tative effects which may follow the appearance of such
new qualities. It is one of the fundamental superiorities
of dialectical over mechanical materialism that the
former understands how new qualities can arise at
certain nodal* points of quantitative change—points
where the change in quantity literally becomes qualita-
tive change.

The simplest (and classical) example is the change of
state of a substance, e.g. when a liquid becomes a gas
(through boiling) or a solid (through freezing). Everyone
knows that in such a case, gradual increase or decrease
of temperature produces no departure from the quality
of liquidity until suddenly a point is reached where a
complete transformation is effected. The liquid (as
Hegel says) does not gradually become more and more
gelatinous and semi-solid. It leaps at one bound from

* A “node” is the term used by Hegel to denote the points beyond

which a thing cannot vary while remaining the same thing. On passing
the ‘‘nodal” line it becomes something else, or “‘other.”
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the liquid state of the solid. The reader who is ac-
quainted with elementary physics and chemistry
will be able to find dozens of more “sophisticated”
examples of this kind. Especially in chemistry does
everything depend on the number and kind of atoms
in the molecule, leading Engels to say that “chemistry
can be described as the science of the qualitative
changes in bodies as the result of changed quantitative
composition.”s

Examples of this law in the science of human society
are just as numerous, and of even more importance,
owing to the fact that this is no “exact science” in
which changes can be quantitatively predicted. The
social revolution itself is just such a “jump,” where
accumulated quantitative alterations pass into qualita-
tive change. In the next chapter we will see how this
conception of change by means of revolutionary leaps
distinguishes the Marxist from the Fabian or
“oradualist” view of social evolution. Marx’s great
work Capital is full of examples of this dialectical law
(specially Part IV, Production of Relative Surplus
Value, which treats of the different stages in the
development of modern large-scale industry). On the
other hand when a qualitative change has taken place,
such as the coming into existence of large-scale
capitalist industry, this is in itself productive of the
greatest quantitative changes in many fields (e.g.
increase in political activity of the masses, their state
of education, ete.).

In the practical work of a revolutionary movement
examples are just as frequent. Take for instance the
growth and development of the revolutionary party.
This does not proceed smoothly and evenly, but as
everyone knows in an extremely jerky manner. This
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does not mean that slow quantitative changes are not
taking place here all the time, but their full effect only
becomes apparent when they have sufficiently accumu-
lated to force a complete ‘“change in the political
situation,” locally or nationally.*

In the human thought-process this law is exemplified
by any case of the emergence (whether in the conscious-
ness of the individual or of society) of a new idea or
theory. As illustrations we may take the philosophical
tendencies we have studied, but examples may equally
be drawn from such wide-apart fields as scientific
theory and musical idiom.

TeE LAwW oF THE UNiTY oF OPPOSITES

The second dialectical law, that of “the unity, inter-
penetration or identity of opposites’” (as the case may
be) asserts the essentially contradictory character of
reality—and at the same time asserts that these
“‘opposites” which are everywhere to be found do not
remain in stark, metaphysical opposition, but also
exist in unity. This law was known to the early Greeks.
It was classically expressed by Hegel over a hundred
years ago:

“Positive and negative are supposed to express an
absolute difference. The two however are at bottom the
same; the name of either might be transformed to the
other. Thus, for example, debts and assets are not two
particular, self-subsisting species of property. What is
negative to the debtor is positive to the creditor. A way
to the East is also a way to the West. Positive and nega-
tive are therefore intrinsically conditioned by one

* It is important to remember that dialectical materialism does not
deny gradualism in social development. It is not a question of either
gradualism or non-gradualism. What has to be grasped is both in
conjunction, the qualitative leap in the quantitative series.
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another, and are only in relation to each other. The
North Pole of the magnet cannot be without the South
Pole and vice-versa. If we cut a magnet in two, we have
not a North Pole in one piece and a South Pole in the
other. Similarly, in electricity, the positive and the nega-
tive are not two diverse and independent fluids. In
opposition the difference is not confronted by any other,
but by its other.”’s

The lapse of a century has only served to emphasise
this universal co-existence of opposites noted by Hegel.
As Bernal has stated

“the history of the physical sciences in the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries shows a steady drift away from
the mechanical views of Newton into a set of irreducible
dialectical opposites such as—wave and particle, matter
and energy, statistical and determinate, aggregating
and segregating processes.’”’®

The importance of understanding this contra-
dictory character of things, is that it gives the clue to
the inner process of their development, which takes
place through the conflict of these opposites. That is
why Lenin called contradiction ‘“the salt of dialectics™?
and stated that ‘“‘the division of the One and the
knowledge of its contradictory parts is the essence of
dialectics.”’®

In the next chapter we will see how Marxism ex-
plained the evolution of human society by unearthing
the fundamental contradiction which was the driving
force of that evolution. Meanwhile as an illustration of
contradictions (which are not just ““flat” contradictions)
in the realm of thought, we may consider the origin of
the word ‘‘dialectic” in its present sense. This has been
explained as derived by Hegel from the same root as
“dialogue”—the idea being that the conflict of
opposites, which leads to the dialectical movement in
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general, is essentially similar to that clash of opinions,
which ““in the course of a lively and fruitful conversa-
tion® leads to the emergence of some new point of
view.

In interpreting and applying this dialectical law of
the unity of opposites we must beware of letting the
“unity” swallow up the fundamental “opposition.” As
we will see, with the help of an “awful” example, in
Chapter VI, the wnity exists only from a relative,
restricted standpoint—the temporary “here and now.”
But from the standpoint of the developing universe as
a whole, what is vital is not this temporary ‘‘here and
now” but rather the motion and change which follows
from the conflict of the opposite.

THE LAW oF THE NEGATION OF THE NEGATION

This law states one of the most characteristic
features of evolutionary process in all fields—that
development takes place in a kind of spiral, one change
negating a given state of affairs and a succeeding
change, which negated the first, re-establishing (in a
more developed form, or “on a higher plane” as it is
often expressed) some essential feature of the original
state of affairs.

In the last chapter we considered an example of this
law in the history of human thought—the development
of modern dialectical materialism by means of a
negation of that mechanical materialism which was
itself a negation of the original “naive’” materialist
conception of the world.

This law of dialectical process is like the others in
that it cannot be arbitrarily *“foisted’” upon Nature or
history. It cannot be used as a substitute for empirical
facts, or used to “predict” things without a concrete
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study of the facts in question (cf. Chapters V and VI).
Marx and Engels were very emphatic about this. But
despite their explicit statements to the contrary, the
accusation that they did so use dialectics (in an
idealist way) is one of the commonest reproaches
levelled against Marxism—ever since a certain Dr.
Diihring, in the year 1875, discovered that Marx had
proved the inevitability of the proletarian revolution
mystically, by means of the law of the negation of the
negation. Since essentially the same “‘discovery” has
been made in our up-to-date English world over half a
century later by two English publishers (B. Russell and
E. Carritt) it will be well to reproduce the gist of Engel’s
reply to Diihring.

At the end of the chapter of Capital entitled Historical
Tendency of Capitalist Accumulation, in which the early
history of capitalism is reviewed, Marx sums up his
conclusion in these words:

“The capitalist mode of reproduction and appropria-
tion, and hence capitalist private property, is the first
negation of individual private property founded on the
labours of the proprietor. But capitalist production

begets with the inexorability of a law of Nature, its own
negation. It is the negation of the negation.”10

This does not re-establish private property for the pro-
ducer, but gives him individual property based on the
acquisitions of the capitalist era, i.e. on co-operation
and the possession in common of the land and of
the “means of production.” If read by itself, i.e.
in false undialectical isolation from the rest of the
book, this passage might conceivably be misunder-
stood in the way indicated. But coming at the con-
clusion of a vast detailed study of the workings of
capitalism, in a section where it is shown that the
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very development of capitalism of necessity in-
tensifies the proletarian struggle against it, there
can be no excuse except the incurable blindness
of bourgeois thinkers, for such misrepresentation.
Rather must we agree with Engels when he says:

“Marx merely shows from history, and in this passage
states in a summarised form, that just as the former
petty industry necessarily, through its own development,
created the conditions of its own annihilation, i.e., of the
expropriation of the small proprietors, so now the
capitalist mode of production has likewise itself created
the material conditions which will annihilate it. The
process is an historical one, and if it is at the same time
a dialectical process, this is not Marx’s fault, however
annoying it may be for Herr Diihring.”12

DrALEcTICS AS A METHOD

The account of the dialectical laws just given may
seem somewhat arbitrary and disjointed. That is
because, for the purposes of easy explanation, we have
singled out certain particular aspects of dialectical
process (the most important aspects undoubtedly) and
illustrated these by examples drawn from diverse fields.
But in doing this we have not brought out with
sufficient clearness the essential unity of these different
aspects of dialectics. Our treatment has not itself been
sufficiently dialectical.

This weakness we will attempt to remedy by explain-
ing the very systematic dialectical “methodology”
which was given by Lenin in his Notes on Hegel’s Logic.
In these Notes Lenin writes that: “Dialectics may be
briefly defined as the theory of the unity of opposites.
That covers the kernel of dialectics but needs explana-
tion and development.”2 This “explanation and
development” he proceeds to give in some sixteen
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points, whose internal movement and life correspond to
the objective dialectic of the world that they reflect.
We will reproduce these points together with some brief
explanations.

All thinking has to start by abstracting or “isolating”
certain features of the world process, by concentrating
on these to the exclusion of others. Thinking has to
start with objects, things. Therefore the first requirement
of dialectical thinking is, very simply, to view things
as they actually are in their separation—or Lenin’s
point (1) “Objectivity of observation (not examples, not
unrepresentative forms, but the thing itself).”

But this first step, breaking up the dialectic of
reality, has to be completed by a further step reforming
that dialectic.

“If the universe is an inter-related changing process,
we recognise it in parts by separating out, in thought,
certain partial processes—aspects such, for example, as
society, the means of production, changing objects, words.
These we will call Isolates. An isolate is something that
has been dragged from its environment in space, time,
and matter. By itself, therefore, it is a fiction, for dialec-
tically nothing can be free of environment; but it is a
real fiction in the sense that it really does have an objec-
tive existence. The first step in the study of the dialectic
is to chip out its isolates, to study them, and then #o
remake the dialectic by seeing them again in their environ-
ment” (Levy; our italics, D. G.).13

Only by taking this second step of remaking the
dialectic (which is a true “negation of the negation”)
can we overcome metaphysical isolation and one-
sidedness, can we see the world again in its inter-
connections and movement. This second step is Lenin’s
point (2) that we must consider “the totality of the
manifold relations of each thing to others.”
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Everything is not only part of the great world process
but is itself essentially a process. Its ‘“nature’ cannot be
understood apart from the form of change it undergoes,
that is inherent in it. We must therefore consider
(point 3) “the development of the thing or the phenome-
non, its own movement, its own life.”

But this development is not something that proceeds
in an automatic fashion, without cause, “mystically.”
Development is always the result of internal conflict
as well as of external relations, themselves including
conflict. It can only be explained and rationally
grasped to the extent that the internal contradictions of
the thing have been investigated. Hence Lenin’s point
(4) that we must search for “the inner contradictory
tendencies (and sides) in the thing,” and must see
(point 5) “the thing (appearance, etc.) as the sum and
unity of opposites”; we must also examine point (6)
“the struggle or unfolding of these opposites, that which
conflicts with these strivings, ete.”

Every “thing” is itself vastly complicated, made up
of innumerable sides and aspects, related in various
ways to every other thing. It can only be understood by
the combined process of splitting up into these parts
(analysis) and seeing them in their inter-relation
(synthesis). This process is inexhaustible in the wealth of
aspects revealed by each successive stage of analysis.
These considerations are more precisely indicated in
Lenin’s points 7-12 which run as follows:

(7) Union of analysis and synthesis, the splitting into
the separate parts and the totality, summation of these
parts together.

(8) The relations of each thing (or appearance, ete.)
not only manifold, but general, universal. Each thing (or

appearance, process, etc.) is connected with every other.
(9) Not only union of opposites, but #ransitions of
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each determination, each quality, each feature, each side,
each property in every other (into its opposite?).

(10) An infinite process of revealing new sides, rela-
tions, ete.

(11) An infinite process of deepening the knowledge
of the thing, appearance, process, ete., by man, from
appearance 1o essence, and from less deep to deeper
essence.

(12) From co-existence to causality, and from one
form of connection and reciprocal dependence to another
deeper and more general.

This struggle of opposites which causes development
leads at a certain point to a revolutionary break, to the
emergence of a new thing (or quality). The main
features of this revolutionary jump from one stage to
another are described in the remaining points 13-16.

(18) The repetition of certain features, properties,
ete., of the lower stage in the higher and . . .

(14) apparent return to the old (negation of the
negation).

(15) The struggle of content with form and vice-versa.

(16) Passing of quantity into quality and vice-versa.

(15) and (16) are examples of (9).

These sixteen points include those features of the
dialectical process already considered. But besides
being greatly expanded, they are seen in their real living
inter-relationship, they are grasped dialectically.

.A‘-i
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CHAPTER FOUR

DIALECTICS OF SOCIETY

“Social life is essentially practical. All mysteries which
mislead theory to mysticism find their rational solution
in human practice and in the comprehension of this
practice.” Marx.1

DiarecTICAL MATERIALISM AND HISTORY

We have approached Dialectical Materialism from
what seems to-day the most natural point of view—the
point of view of the worker whose practice is already
guided by Marxist principles and who wants to grasp
more fully the scientific outlook implied by them.
But in doing this we have inverted the real order of
historical development. Historically, dialectical
materialism appeared as the first world outlook to take
human practical activity, as well as the so-called
“external World” as its subject-matter. And for this
very reason it gave birth to the science of history, to
Historical Materialism, more usually known in this
country as the Materialist Conception of History (the
necessary theoretical basis of “‘scientific socialism”).

It is still true that only those who accept the
dialectical materialist standpoint treat history as a
science (i.e. admit that it points the way to the future,
that it is not merely concerned with “writing up” the
stale gossip of the past). This is illustrated by a recent
book of Bertrand Russell’s (Freedom and Organisation,

50
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1814-1914) where it is maintained that ‘‘history, in
short, is not yet a science, and can only be made to
seem a science by falsifications and omission™ (p. 8).

The refutation of this bourgeois view is simply the
continued success of Marxism in predicting the general
tendency of world events. Since the world economic
crisis, with its accompaniments of the spread of
Fascism and the practlcal proof of the economic
superiority of the Soviet system—events which can
only be understood in terms of Marxism—many
bourgeois intellectuals have come to see daylight. It is
not impossible that Bertrand Russell will struggle
through to clarity, in spite of his scepticism. But the
bourgeoisie as a class will never be satisfied with this
“theoretical” refutation (though it is based on objective
social practice). The only refutation that they will find
convincing will be the practical refutation of their own
revolutionary overthrow.

This refusal to treat history as a science is also found
in the Utopian Socialism already referred to.

The Socialist predecessors of Marx had condemned
the evils of capitalism and had painted brilliant
pictures of a better social order, but they were unable
to ezplain those evils or see the proletariat as the force
that would rebuild society. “To all these,” as Engels
said, “socialism is the expression of absolute Truth,
Reason and Justice, and needs only to be discovered to
conquer the world by virtue of its own power. As
absolute truth is independent of time and space and of
the historical development of man, it is a mere accident
when and where it is discovered. At the same time,
absolute Truth, Reason and Justice are different for
the founder of each school. . . .”’2

Historically, Marxism arose in opposition to the
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socialism of the various Utopian sects as the theoretical
expression of actually ewisting class struggle. In the
words of The Communist Manifesto:

“The theoretical conclusions of the Communists are in
no way based on ideas or principles that have been in-
vented, or discovered, by this or that would-be universal
reformer. They merely express, in general terms, actual
relations springing from an existing class struggle, from
an historical movement going on under our very eyes.”’s

After Marxism had come into existence the Utopian
(essentially idealist) view-point lost its historical
justification. But it continued to be held by those who
wished to oppose the consistent revolutionary stand-
point. This regenerate Utopianism is still at the bottom
of the reformism that has played so disastrous a role
in the recent history of the labour movement. As an
illustration of the contrast between the Marxist and
Utopian points of view we may consider the way in
which the social struggle is presented in two books, each
of them “classics” but in somewhat different ways.

In the opening passage of Socialism; Critical and
Constructive by J. R. MacDonald (for thirty years a
leading theorist of reformism in Britain) we read:
“Two great forces are ever in conflict in the breast of
society—habit, the force of stagnation, and reason, the
force of change.” But on which side is “reason” and
which “habit,” and who is to be the judge, and how are
we to judge when change is proposed from two opposite
directions, are surely questions we are entitled to ask.*
In actual fact this typical MacDonaldite nebulosity can
only serve the purpose of masking the real struggles by

* MacDonald himself was an example of how “reason” can be used

to excuse refusal to change. He blamed the Communists for making a
“habit” of changing everything!
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turning attention to their ideal reflections (and reflec-
tions in no clear stream but in a very muddy pool
indeed, MacDonald’s brain). This passage almost cries
out for comparison with the challenging opening
paragraph of the first section of The Communist
Manifesto:

“The history of all human society, past and present,
(primitive society excepted) has been the history of class
struggles. Freeman and slave, patrician and plebeian,
baron and serf, guild-burgess and journeyman—in a
word oppressor and oppressed—stood in sharp opposition
each to the other. They carried on perpetual warfare. . . .”’*

What a difference here from the confusing vagueness
of a MacDonald! How clearly and sharply this passage
stands out, lighting up directly the conflict that has
been (at least in historic times) the moving force of
social development—the class struggle, that struggle
whose very existence is to-day denied by the hypo-
eritical bourgeoisie!

ToE MATERIALIST CONCEPTION OF HISTORY

If we apply our dialectic method to society, if we
make this society in process of development our object
of consideration, then (as explained in Chapter III) we
immediately look for its ““inner contradictory tendencies
and sides.” At first sight we appear to have found the
fundamental contradiction in the class struggle whose
importance is brought out in the above quoted passage
from The Communist Manifesto.

But with the development of society the “contending
classes” have changed. Each social revolution in having
solved the issue of one class struggle, has replaced it by
new classes and new conflicts. There has also to be taken
into account the fact that primitive society knew no
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classes, and developed notwithstanding, and

there will be no classes in communist society.

compels us to look deeper for the very source of cMiss
conflict.

Marx found the basis of the class struggle to lie in
contradiction between the methods of production (tlfe
“material productive forces”) and the existing social
relationships (the “relations of production”). It is this
contradiction which during a certain historic period
gets expressed in an external antagonism of classes.
When this is so (for instance under capitalism) one
class (e.g. the proletariat) represents the forces of
production seeking to expand, and another class (e.g.
the bourgeoisie) represents those social relations which
are hemming in the productive forces.

But the basic contradiction will continue to exist in
classless society, and will cause the progressive develop-
ment of social relationships as the productive forces
themselves develop.

The clearest exposition of this “materialist concep-
tion of history” was given by Marx in his preface to
The Critique of Political Economy, from which we
reproduce the most important passage:

“In the social production which men carry on they
enter into definite relations that are indispensable and
independent of their will; these relations of production
correspond to a definite stage of development of their
material forces of production. The sum total of these
relations of production constitutes the economie struc-
ture of society—the real foundation, on which rises a
legal and political superstructure and to which corre-
spond definite forms of social consciousness. The mode of
production in material life determines the social, pol-
itical and intellectual processes of life in general.
It is not the consciousness of men that determines
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ir existence, but, on the contrary, their social exist-
determines their consciousness. At a certain stage of
development, the material forces of production in
society come into conflict with the existing relations of
‘production, or—what is but a legal expression for the
same thing—with the property relations within which
they had been at work before. From forms of develop-
ment of the forces of production these relations turn into
their fetters. Then comes the period of social revolution.
With the change of the economic foundation the entire
immense superstructure is more or less rapidly trans-
formed. In considering such transformations the distine-
tion should always be made between the material trans-
formation of the economic conditions of production
which can be determined with the precision of natural
science, and the legal, political, religious, @sthetic or
philosophic—in short ideological forms in which men
become conscious of this conflict and fight it out. Just as
our opinion of an individual is not based on what he
thinks of himself, so can we not judge of such a period
of transformation by its own consciousness; on the con-
trary, this consciousness must rather be explained from
the contradictions of material life, from the existing con-
flict between the social forces of production and the
relations of production. No social order ever disappears
before all the productive forces, for which there is room
in it have been developed; and new higher relations of
production never appear before the material conditions
of their existence have matured in the womb of the old
society. Therefore mankind always takes up such pro-
blems as it can solve; since looking at the matter more
closely, we will always find that the problem itself arises
only when the material conditions necessary for its solu-
tion already exist or at least are in the process of forma-
tion. In broad outline we can designate the Asiatic, the
ancient, the feudal, and the modern bourgeois methods of
production as so many epochs in the progress of the
economic formation of society. The bourgeois relations of
production are the last antagonistic form of the social
process of production—antagonistic not in the sense of
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individual antagonism, but of one arising from conditions
surrounding the life of individuals in society; at the same
time the productive forces developing in the womb of
bourgeois society create the necessary conditions for the
solution of that antagonism. This social formation con-
stitutes, therefore, the closing chapter of the prehistoric
stage of human society.’’s

SoME MISUNDERSTANDINGS OF THE MATERIALIST
ConcEPTION OF HISTORY

Superbly clear though the above formulation of the
materialist conception of history must seem, and
richly though it is supplemented in many writings of
Marx and Engels, there is no other side of Marxism that
has been more often and more wilfully misunderstood.
We must therefore clear up a number of points that are
most frequently raised in eriticism.

In the above quoted passage it will be seen that
three main factors are distinguished: firstly, the material
productive forces (also referred to as “the mode of
production of the material means of existence”);
secondly, the social relations (or “productive relation-
ships”) which would be the immediate relations of
producers in classless society but become class relations
in class society; thirdly, the ideological forms of
consciousness (juridical, political, religious, @sthetic,
philosophic).

This order in which the factors have been given is not
arbitrary, but represents the basic materialist element
in the Marxist view of society. “It is not the conscious-
ness of men that determines their existence, but, on the
contrary, their social existence determines their con-
sciousness.” The “mode of production” is the ultimate
decisive factor influencing the form of society, the
conflicts within society, and the types of ideas that
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