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John Dewey  

Means and Ends 

Their Interdependence, and Leon Trotsky´s Essay on „Their Morals and Ours“1 

Published: New International, 1938; Dewey, J., The Later Works, Vol. 13, 1938-1939, pp. 349-354. 

(348) The relation of means and ends has long been an outstanding issue in morals. It has also been a burning issue in political theory and practice. Of late 

the discussion has centered about the later developments of Marxism in the U.S.S.R. The course of the Stalinists has been defended by many of his 

adherents in other countries on the ground that the purges and prosecutions, perhaps even with a certain amount of falsification, was necessary to 

maintain the alleged socialistic regime of that country. Others have used the measures of the Stalinist bureaucracy to condemn the Marxist policy on the 

ground that the latter leads to such excesses as have occurred in the U.S.S.R. precisely because Marxism holds that the end justifies the means. Some of 

these critics have held that since Trotsky is also a Marxian he is committed to the same policy and consequently if he had been in power would also have felt 

bound to use any means whatever that seemed necessary to achieve the end involved in dictatorship by the proletariat. 

The discussion has had at least one useful theoretical result. It has brought out into the open for the first time, as far as I am aware, an explicit discussion 

by a consistent Marxian on the relation of means and ends in social action ... I propose to discuss this issue in the light of Mr. Trotsky’s discussion of the 

interdependence of means and ends. Much of the earlier part of his essay does not, accordingly, enter into my discussion, though I may say that on the 

ground of tu quoque argument (suggested by the title) Trotsky has had no great difficulty in showing that some of his critics have acted in much the same 

way they attribute to him.  

(350) Since Mr. Trotsky also indicates that the only alternative position to the idea that the end justifies the means is some form of absolutistic 

ethics based on the alleged deliverances of conscience, or a moral sense, or some brand of eternal truths, I wish to say that I write from a standpoint that 

rejects all such doctrines as definitely as does Mr. Trotsky himself, and that I hold that the end in the sense of consequences provides the only basis for 

moral ideas and action, and therefore provides the only justification that can be found for means employed. 

                                                           
1 Trotsky, Leon, „Their Morals and Ours“, the New International, June 1938, pp. 163 – 173) 
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The point I propose to consider is that brought up toward the end of Mr. Trotsky’s discussion in the section headed Dialectic Interdependence of Means 

and Ends. The following statement is basic: “A means can be justified only by its end. But the end in turn needs to be justified. From the Marxian point of 

view, which expresses the historic interests of the proletariat, the end is justified if it leads to increasing the power of man over nature and to the abolition 

of the power of man over man.” ... This increase of the power of man over nature, accompanying the abolition of the power of man over man, seems 

accordingly to be the end – that is, an end which does not need itself to be justified but which is the justification of the ends that are in turn means to it. It 

may also be added that others than Marxians might accept this formulation of the end and hold it expresses the moral interest of society – if not the historic 

interest – and not merely and exclusively that of the proletariat. 

But for my present purpose, it is important to note that the word “end” is here used to cover two things – the final justifying end and ends that are 

themselves means to this final end. For while it is not said in so many words that some ends are but means, that proposition is certainly implied in the 

statement that some ends “lead to increasing the power of man over nature, etc.” Mr. Trotsky goes on to explain that the principle that the end justifies the 

means does not mean that every means is permissible. “That is permissible, we answer, which really leads to the liberation of mankind.” 

Were the latter statement consistently adhered to and followed through it would be consistent with the sound principle of interdependence of means 

and end. Being in accord with it, it would lead to scrupulous examination of the means that are used, to ascertain what their actual objective consequences 

will be as far  

(351) as it is humanly possible to tell – to show that they do “really” lead to the liberation of mankind. It is at this point that the double significance of end 

becomes important. As far as it means consequences actually reached, it is clearly dependent upon means used, while measures in their capacity of means 

are dependent upon the end in the sense that they have to be viewed and judged on the ground of their actual objective results. On this basis, an end-in-

view represents or is an idea of the final consequences, in case the idea is formed on the ground of the means that are judged to be most likely to produce 

the end. The end in view is thus itself a means for directing action – just as a man’s idea of health to be attained or a house to be built is not identical with 

end in the sense of actual outcome but is a means for directing action to achieve that end. 

Now what has given the maxim (and the practice it formulates) that the end justifies the means a bad name is that the end-in-view, the end professed 

and entertained (perhaps quite sincerely) justifies the use of certain means, and so justifies the latter that it is not necessary to examine what the actual 

consequences of the use of chosen means will be. An individual may hold, and quite sincerely as far as his personal opinion is concerned, that certain means 

will “really” lead to a professed and desired end. But the real question is not one of personal belief but of the objective grounds upon which it is held: 



3 
 

namely, the consequences that will actually be produced by them. So when Mr. Trotsky says that “dialectical materialism knows no dualism between means 

and end,” the natural interpretation is that he will recommend the use of means that can be shown by their own nature to lead to the liberation of mankind 

as an objective consequence. 

One would expect, then, that with the idea of the liberation of mankind as the end-in-view, there would be an examination of all means that are likely to 

attain this end without any fixed preconception as to what they must be, and that every suggested means would be weighed and judged on the express 

ground of the consequences it is likely to produce. 

But this is not the course adopted in Mr. Trotsky’s further discussion. He says: “The liberating morality of the proletariat is of a revolutionary character ... 

It deduces a rule of conduct from the laws of the development of society, thus primarily from the class struggle, the law of all laws” (italics are mine). As if to 

leave  

(352) no doubt of his meaning he says: “The end flows from the historical movement” – that of the class struggle. The principle of interdependence of 

means and end has thus disappeared or at least been submerged. For the choice of means is not decided upon on the ground of an independent 

examination of measures and policies with respect to their actual objective consequences. On the contrary, means are “deduced” from an independent 

source, an alleged law of history which is the law of all laws of social development. Nor does the logic of the case change if the word “alleged” is stricken 

out. For even so, it follows that means to be used are not derived from consideration of the end, the liberation of mankind, but from another outside 

source. The professed end – the end-in-view – the liberation of mankind, is thus subordinated to the class struggle as the means by which it is to be 

attained. Instead of interdependence of means and end, the end is dependent upon the means but the means are not derived from the end. Since the class 

struggle is regarded as the only means that will reach the end, and since the view that it is the only means is reached deductively and not by an inductive 

examination of the means-consequences in their interdependence, the means, the class struggle, does not need to be critically examined with respect to its 

actual objective consequences. It is automatically absolved from all need for critical examination. If we are not back in the position that the end-in-view (as 

distinct from objective consequences) justifies the use of any means in line with the class struggle and that it justifies the neglect of all other means, I fail to 

understand the logic of Mr. Trotsky’s position. 

The position that I have indicated as that of genuine interdependence of means and ends does not automatically rule out class struggle as one means for 

attaining the end. But it does rule out the deductive method of arriving at it as a means, to say nothing of its being the only means. The selection of class 

struggle as a means has to be justified, on the ground of the interdependence of means and end, by an examination of actual consequences of its use, not 
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deductively. Historical considerations are certainly relevant to this examination. But the assumption of fixed law of social development is not relevant. It is 

as if a biologist or a physician were to assert that a certain law of biology which he accepts is so related to the end of health that the means of arriving 

(353)  at health – the only means – can be deduced from it, so that no further examination of biological phenomena is needed. The whole case is 

prejudged. 

It is one thing to say that class struggle is a means of attaining the end of the liberation of mankind. it is a radically different thing to say that there is an 

absolute law of class struggle which determines the means to he used. For if it determines the means, it also determines the end – the actual consequence, 

and upon the principle of genuine interdependence of means and end it is arbitrary and subjective to say that that consequence will be the liberation of 

mankind. The liberation of mankind is the end to be striven for. In any legitimate sense of “moral,” it is a moral end. No scientific law can determine a moral 

end save by deserting the principle of interdependence of means and end. A Marxian may sincerely believe that class struggle is the law of social 

development. But quite aside from the fact that the belief closes the doors to further examination of history – just as an assertion that the Newtonian laws 

are the final laws of physics would preclude further search for physical laws – it would not follow, even if it were the scientific law of history, that it is the 

means to the moral goal of the liberation of mankind. That it is such a means has to be shown not by “deduction” from a law but by examination of the 

actual relations of means and consequences; an examination in which, given the liberation of mankind as end, there is free and unprejudiced search for the 

means by which it can be attained. 

One more consideration may be added about class struggle as a means. There are presumably several, perhaps many, different ways by means of which 

the class struggle may be carried on. How can a choice be made among these different ways except by examining their consequences in relation to the goal 

of liberation of mankind? The belief that a law of history determines the particular way in which the struggle is to be carried on certainly seems to tend 

toward a fanatical and even mystical devotion to use of certain ways of conducting the class struggle to the exclusion of all other ways of conducting it. I 

have no wish to go outside the theoretical question of the interdependence of means and ends. but it is conceivable that the course actually taken by the 

revolution in the U.S.S.R. becomes more explicable when it is noted that means were deduced from a supposed scientific law  

(354) instead of being searched for and adopted on the ground of their relation to the moral end of the liberation of mankind. 

The only conclusion I am able to reach is that in avoiding one kind of absolutism Mr. Trotsky has plunged into another kind of absolutism. There appears 

to be a curious transfer among orthodox Marxists of allegiance from the ideals of socialism and scientific methods of attaining them (scientific in the sense 
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of being based on the objective relations of means and consequences) to the class struggle as the law of historical change. Deduction of ends set up, of 

means and attitudes, from this law as the primary thing makes all moral questions, that is, all questions of the end to be finally attained, meaningless. To be 

scientific about ends does not mean to read them out of laws, whether the laws are natural or social. Orthodox Marxism shares with orthodox religionism 

and with traditional idealism the belief that human ends are interwoven into the very texture and structure of existence – a conception inherited 

presumably from its Hegelian origin. 

 

 


