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ABSTRACT. This article treats Stalin’s contributions to dialectical and histor-
ical materialism. It argues that the latter found his theses of the ‘enormous’ role
of ideas, and of the existence of social phenomena that do not belong either
to the basis or to the superstructure, in Georgij Plekhanov’s ‘monism’. Never-
theless, Stalin did add some new points of his own. Furthermore, his adopting
Plekhanov’s monism also helps us understand the apparent contradiction between
Stalin’s emphasis on non-economic and non-class factors in human history and
his rejection of ‘idealist’ rudiments in dialectics.
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The question of Joseph Stalin’s contribution to Marxist philos-
ophy has not fired the imagination of many researchers. Evert van
der Zweerde characterises the years 1935–1938 as those of the
domestication of philosophy, which was reduced to a “supervised
instrument in the hands of the Party.”1 Philosophy was put in a state
of deep-freeze. Moreover, however lenient we are, the writings of
Stalin that can count as philosophical at all are few. Before the
revolution only the 1906–1907 “Anarchism or socialism?” comes
to mind. After 1917 there is the 1938 chapter on dialectical and
historical materialism in the so-calledKratkij kurs. The 1950 work
on linguistics and ‘Economic problems of socialism in the USSR’
also treat a number of philosophical issues. This is a meagre harvest.
Most importantly, the dictator’s arguments were ramshackle and
schematic.

However, it has been claimed that Stalin did in fact make some
contributions to Marxist philosophy. Anton Donoso mentions two,
namely his “emphasis on the role of ideas in changing a society” and
his “contention that a form of consciousness, language for example,
can belong neither to the base nor to the superstructure but to society
as a whole.”2 Both of these points belong to Marxist societal philos-
ophy – ‘historical materialism’ – rather than to general philosophy
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which is referred to as ‘dialectical materialism’. To my knowl-
edge the most extensive study of Stalin as a philosopher is by
Gustav Wetter. Like Donoso, Wetter concludes that Stalin contrib-
uted nothing to dialectical materialism, but in the historical field
he distinguishes three points worthy of mention. The first is the
contention that under certain conditions the political superstructure
has a dominant influence on the economic basis of society. Secondly,
Stalin solved in a characteristic way two problems, namely what are
the motive forces of a socialist society and whether such a society is
still characterised by sudden “jumps.” Finally, he acknowledged the
“national factor” in the history of societies.

Upon closer inspection Wetter’s three points significantly coin-
cide with the two questions Donoso later distinguished. The motive
forces of socialist society mentioned by Stalin consisted of the
moral-political unity of that society, its ideological coherence. In
other words, this point is part of the first claim, that the superstruc-
ture on occasion becomes decisive. Furthermore, Stalin’s thesis that
some institutions, like language, develop without sudden revolu-
tionary jumps was closely connected to his recognition of the
“national factor.” Both were part of the notion that some institutions
serve society as a whole, rather than specific classes, and remain
intact throughout the capitalist and socialist eras.3

Concerning dialectics, according to Leszek Kolakowski, Stalin’s
1938 exposition was copied from Nikolaj Bukharin’sHistorical
Materialism. But Kolakowski notes that one of the ‘laws’, the so-
called “negation of the negation,” was omitted.4 Moreover, the
acknowledgement of the possibility of qualitative change without
sudden jumps, as mentioned by Wetter, comes down to a reformu-
lation of the dialectical ‘law’ of “the transition of quantitative into
qualitative change.”5 We can conclude, then, that Stalin formulated
some elements both of historical and dialectical materialism in ways
of his own. The first purpose of the present article is to investi-
gate whether and in what sense these indeed represented original
contributions.

The issues mentioned by Wetter and Donoso point in the same
direction, namely to a reducing of the economic and class factors
in human society. But with his interpretation of dialectics Stalin
was reducing the Hegelian rudiment in Soviet philosophy. This
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confronts us with a challenging problem. A simultaneous upgrading
of ideological and national factors in human history and down-
grading of idealist elements in philosophy seems to be incoherent.

The two main leaders of the Russian Social-Democratic Workers
Party engaging in philosophy prior to the revolution were Georgij
Plekhanov and Aleksandr Bogdanov. The menshevik Plekhanov
died in 1918 and Bogdanov was marginalised even before the
revolution. But through the nineteen-twenties Soviet philosophy
remained dominated by two schools – ‘dialecticians’ and ‘mechan-
ists’ – whose thinking was indebted to these two men respectively.
The ‘dialecticians’, with the former menshevik Abram Deborin as
the leader, defended a concept of dialectics with important Hegelian
rudiments against the scientistic interpretation of the ‘mechanists’.
In questions of dialectics Stalin came down on the mechanist side,
though without acknowledging it. However, his emphasizing of
non-economic factors in human history seemed to be inspired by
the opposite spirit. Characteristically, he attacked the school of
economic materialism of the historian M.N. Pokrovskij, a one-time
follower of Bogdanov.

The second theme treated in the present article is the logic under-
lying this seemingly incoherent treatment by Stalin of dialectical
and historical materialism. My conclusion will be that Plekhanov’s
work provides the key to understanding Stalinist philosophy as an
integrated whole. Though in his theory of knowledge the Soviet
dictator opposed Plekhanov in the name of the orthodoxy formu-
lated by Friedrich Engels, his philosophical position was neverthe-
less strongly influenced by the former’s ‘monism’. This shaped in
particular his version of historical materialism. And, though Stalin
drew other conclusions from it than Plekhanov himself, the latter’s
‘monism’ also laid the basis of his interpretation of dialectics.

THE EARLY YEARS

The earliest thoughts of Iosif Vissarionovich Dzhugashvili relevant
to historical materialism concern his interpretation of the vanguard
role of the social-democratic party. In Marx and Engels’ view the
emancipation of the working class was to be realised by that class,
not by its self-appointed representatives. Throughout their lives they
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rejected ‘Blanquism’ as a sectarian aberration. But theirCommunist
Manifestodid ascribe to the communists the theoretical advantage,
in comparison to the mass of the proletarians, of an insight into
the conditions, the course and the general results of the movement.
The communist party was the “most resolute and advanced part” of
the class.6 The leaders of the Second International adhered to the
interpretation of a vanguard party, leading but not ruling the class.

Following Friedrich Engels’ death in 1895 Karl Kautsky took
over his mantle as the most authoritative leader of the International
and the pope of ‘orthodox’ Marxism. Together with others like the
‘father of Russian Marxism’, Plekhanov, he took up the struggle for
the purity of the Marxist tradition in the International when it came
under attack by the ‘revisionists’ of Eduard Bernstein around the
turn of the century. Plekhanov and V.I. Lenin belonged to the so-
called Iskra group, which defined itself as the ‘orthodox Marxists’
in the RSDWP. The group was in solidarity with Kautsky and saw
their own struggle against the ‘economist’ wing in their party as the
counterpart of his heroic defence of Marxism against the revisionist
evil.

Lenin’s What is to be done?served as anIskra platform in
the struggle against the ‘economists’. He argued that, though the
workers might spontaneously develop a political consciousness
through their involvement in the so-called “economic struggle,”
socialist consciousness could never evolve in that way. Of them-
selves the workers felt “attracted” to socialism, but nevertheless they
would not develop a socialist consciousness unaided. Left on its
own, the working class remained confined within a “trade-unionist
consciousness,” i.e. the realisation that it ought to fight for better
wages and social legislation. This defined the social-democratic
party’s mission to embody socialist consciousness, which it carried
into the class “from outside.” Lenin quoted Kautsky, who was
known to insist that “socialist counsciousness” did not emerge
spontaneously from the class struggles. It had been elaborated by
theoreticians like Marx and Engels, and “carried into” the class by
the “bourgeois intelligentsia.”7

Neil Harding and Moira Donald argue that Lenin cited Kautsky in
good faith. The point of view he laid down in his famous 1902 work
contained nothing special. It represented the ‘orthodox Marxism’
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of the day, not some Blanquist novelty.8 However, according to
John Kautsky (not to be confused with Karl), Lenin had referred
to his grandfather out of context. Whereas Kautsky remained true to
Marx’s limited elitism, Lenin elaborated a Blanquist concept.9 The
point made by Donald and Harding about the basic correspondence
between Lenin’s and Kautsky’s approaches is in itself irrefutable.
There is no denying that the latter formulated a vanguard theory of
the socialist intelligentsia. For him social democracy was “the party
of the militant proletariat; it seeks to enlighten it, to educate it, to
organize it.”10 The same went for Plekhanov. In hisSocialism and
Political Struggle(1883) he bluntly wrote that “our socialist intelli-
gentsia [. . .] must become the leader of the working class.” It ought
to “clarify to it its political and economic interests.”11 There was
nothing new about Lenin’s thesis that the party introduced socialist
consciousness into the class from outside.

Yet things are not so simple. John Kautsky points to one partic-
ular formula in Lenin’s work to the effect that, as onlytwo ideologies
can possibly exist in this world – bourgeois and socialist – and
as, moreover, the spontaneous trade-unionism of the workers is
not socialist, that trade-unionism is a form of bourgeois ideology,
representing the “ideological enslavement of the workers to the
bourgeoisie.” It is the task of the social-democrats tocombat spon-
taneity, to divert the workers from their natural course.12 To say
that the ‘elementary’ consciousness of the workers isinsufficient,
lacking in ‘scientific-socialist’ depth, is one thing. But to hold that
their ideological make-up is hostile to the cause is something else.
With this formula Lenin gave a maximalist interpretation of the
vanguard thesis.

After the iskrists fell apart into bolsheviks and mensheviks in
1903 Plekhanov took a close look atWhat is to be done?and found
it wanting. He pointed to Lenin’s remark that scientific socialism
came about “altogether independently of the spontaneous growth of
the workers’ movement.” Where did Lenin get that wild idea? It was
indeed bourgeois intellectuals like Marx and Engels who developed
the theory, but on the basis of a study of social reality, not inde-
pendent of it. The course of the spontaneous class struggles partly
determined the form the socialist teachings took. To deny this was
to deny Marx’s materialism, which held that the economic basis of
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society determined the ideologies that arose from it.13 In Socialism
and Political StrugglePlekhanov had defined modern, scientific
socialism as a “generalisation of precisely those phenomena which
we come across in one way or another in our everyday life.”14

And who told Lenin that, unaided, the workers could only gain a
trade-unionist consciousness? Quoting Kautsky, Plekhanov stressed
that the workers spontaneously developed a “socialist instinct” and
a “longing for socialism.” Only the “theory ofscientificsocialism”
was to be introduced from the outside. But even without party
enlightenment the workers would in due course establish socialism
on their own. It would only take them much longer.15 Already
in 1900 Plekhanov had explained the vanguard theory in a more
modest form than Lenin. In his interpretation, the consciousness of
the proletariat was determined by its socio-economic position, but
it was, as it were, somewhat slow. The task of “the superstructure –
the social-democratic intelligentsia” was therefore to “speed up” the
process of formation of proletarian self-consciousness. The mistake
of the “economists” was to deny this need.16

Plekhanov’s interpretation of the difference between party and
proletarian consciousness rested on a general hypothesis of rela-
tively close correspondence between economic basis and super-
structure. Consciousness can never be fundamentally opposed to
the basis. It reflects it. The point is only that it lags behind. In
Plekhanov’s words, “the growth of the consciousness of people of
their situation usually more or less lags behind the growth of the
new actual relations [. . .] Nevertheless, consciousness follows the
real relations.”17 As an economically exploited class, the proletariat
inevitably develops a corresponding consciousness which must be
of a rudimentary socialist orientation. In this limited concept of the
autonomy of the ideological sphere the mission of the vanguard is
also limited – namely to accelerate the development of a spontan-
eous process. The party is merely ahead of the class. Essentially,
it is a case of two varieties of socialist consciousness, the one
complete and up to date and the other primitive and slow. However,
in Lenin’s scheme proletarian consciousness does not correspond to
the exploited situation of the class; it stubbornly remains bourgeois.
Consequently, the vanguard must introduce something entirely new
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into the class. Here the contrast is a total one, between bourgeois
and socialist consciousness.18

The First Russian Revolution forced Lenin to admit that he had
been too strict in his definition of the ‘spontaneous’ conscious-
ness of the working class. He acknowledged that the workers could
progress beyond ‘trade-unionist’ demands on their own after all. In
many of his writings in 1905 he admitted that in times of revolu-
tionary upheaval the working classdid develop a revolutionary
consciousness spontaneously.19 Nevertheless this admission did not
reduce the need for party leadership very much. As Lenin pointed
out, if the RSDWP were unable to press its “proletarian stamp” on
the revolution, the bourgeoisie would turn it to its own, exclusive
advantage. In that case the working class would end up as the
“assistant of the bourgeoisie” rather than as the independent leader
of the democratic revolution.20 Thus without the active education
by the party the proletariat would perhaps make a revolutionon
its own, but it would not be a revolutionof its own. Thebour-
geoisrevolutionary trend would yet gain the upper hand among the
working class. In other words, despite appearances to the contrary,
Lenin stuck to his idea of spontaneous proletarian consciousness as
a bourgeois phenomenon.

After the break between mensheviks and bolsheviks Iosif
Dzhugashvili opted for the latter. But despite his convinced
bolshevism, his theoretical defence of it contained some odd points.
Perhaps the first occasion on which he defended Lenin’s thesis
were two letters he wrote in the autumn of 1904 and in which he
responded to Plekhanov’s critique of the latter’s interpretation of
vanguardism.21 Calling Plekhanov “completely mad,” Dzhugashvili
insisted that Lenin understood that the socialist idea did not fall out
of the blue, but arose under specific, capitalist conditions. “As if
Lenin says that Marx’s socialism would be possible in the age of
slavery and serfdom.” Lenin stuck “in the most consistent way to K.
Marx’s thesisconcerning the originof consciousness.” In that sense
the leader of bolshevism was as orthodox as anyone. But that was
not the point:

We are now interested in how a system of ideas (the theory of socialism) is
being produced [vyrabatyvaetsia] out of separate ideas, how separate (larger and
smaller) ideas are being linked into one harmonious system. [. . .] Do the masses



266 E. VAN REE

give the programme and the argument for the programme to their leaders, or the
leaders to the masses?

The “theory of socialism” was produced “altogether independ-
ently of the growth of the spontaneous movement, even in opposi-
tion to this movement, and only then is itcarried from the outside
into this movement,correctingit according to its content.” Buthow
did the leaders produce this programme “outsidethe spontaneous
movement”? Socialist consciousness, the author replied to his own
question, arose from “the observation and study of the spontan-
eous movement by people who are armed with the knowledge of
our era.”22 So, it appears that socialist consciousness did in fact
not arise altogether independently of the spontaneous movement.
Rather, the proto-socialist, ‘separate’ ideas of the workers formed
its raw material, and the learned people only brought them into
shape, by ‘observing’ them, and then ‘linking’, ‘systematising’ and
‘correcting’ them. In his defence of Lenin, Dzhugashvili repeated
Plekhanov’s interpretation of the vanguard process almost to the
letter.

This set a pattern. In a brochure of May 1905 Dzhugashvili once
again defended Lenin against his menshevik critics. He insisted on
the “trade-unionist” and “bourgeois” character of the elementary
consciousness of the proletariat. But then he continued that this
would not have to remain so. Lenin had allegedly not denied that
“even those class conflicts that cannot be called social-democratic,
carry the proletariat yet inevitably to the social revolution.” Again
and again he made remarks to the effect that “after prolonged
wanderings and vexations the spontaneous movement will succeed
one day to arrive at the gates of the social revolution even without
the help of social democracy.” He compared “the workers’ move-
ment without socialism?” to a “ship without a compass. Even
without it, it will reach the other shore, but with a compass it would
reach shore much quicker and meet fewer dangers.” To avoid all
misunderstandings, Dzhugashvili noted that, if left on its own, the
workers’ movement “will submit to bourgeois ideology, until, of
course, prolonged wanderings and vexations force it to break with
bourgeois ideology.”23

In sum, whereas for Lenin the job of the party was to create
the socialist process, for Dzhugashvili it was merely one ofaccel-
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erating it, precisely as it was for Plekhanov. Although on the
face of it he accepted Lenin’s characterisation of the spontan-
eous workers’ consciousness as bourgeois, he was in fact denying
it. The elementary consciousness of the workers did represent a
form of socialism, though only a rudimentary variety, chaotic and
incomplete, and overlaid with bourgeois rubble. He was appreci-
ative enough of the instinctive socialist direction of the workers to
conclude that in the end they would be able to reach the goal on
their own. A few months later Dzhugashvili wrote another article on
the matter against the menshevik Noj Zhordanija. Abstract formulas
now covered up his own ‘deviations’ from Lenin. Zhordanija
had quoted Kautsky to the effect, that the workers’ movement
did spontaneously produce a “socialisttendency” and “socialist
inclinations.” Dzhugashvili reacted that Kautsky had not spoken
of “socialist consciousness.” And he repeated, that real socialist
consciousness could only be produced outside the class:

In accordance with these two classes, consciousness too is produced in a twofold
way: bourgeois and socialist. [. . .] But now the question is who produces this
socialist consciousness, who has the possibility to produce it (i.e. scientific
socialism). Kautsky says, and I repeat his idea, that the mass of the proletarians
do not have either time or opportunity to produce socialist consciousness [. . .]
‘Modern socialist consciousness can arise only on the basis of deep scientific
knowledge’, says Kautsky. The carriers of science are intellectuals, like for
instance Marx, Engels.24

But on this occasion Dzhugashvili left it completely in the dark
as tohow those intellectuals produced the socialist consciousness.
In other words, what was their raw material? Did they create it from
scratch, or was their productive activity a matter of systematising
and purging the workers’ natural socialist inclinations, as he had
suggested earlier? And the other question – what would happen if
the party didnot assist the class, would socialism then be reached
nevertheless? – was also left unanswered.25

Furthermore ‘Anarchism or socialism?’ confirms that
Dzhugashvili also followed Plekhanov’s general concept of basis
and superstructure. Robert Tucker noted that the work displayed
Marxist erudition, but contained “nothing notably original.” Its
significance lies in proving that the author was attracted to Marxism
and philosophically awakened.26 That may be so, but the problem
is that there was no such thing as a standard Marxism to be
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summarised without originality. Different Russian Marxists gave
different interpretations. As a follower, Dzhugashvili had no choice
but to decide whom he wanted to copy.

Koba, as Dzhugashvili was nicknamed at the time, called Marxist
philosophy “dialectical materialism,” a term first used by Plekhanov.
His very use of the term shows the latter’s influence. Friedrich
Engels used another term to denote his and Marx’s system, namely
“historical materialism,” or “new” or “modern materialism.” But
Koba followed Engels when he divided Marxist philosophy into
two parts – its dialectical method and its materialisttheory.27 In
the chapter on materialism he presented a classical exposé in the
style of Engels. Consciousness was a product of matter. The human
“I” consisted merely of “images [predstavleniia]” aroused by the
“external conditions.” The ego reflected an objectively existing
material world. Any denial of objective reality would lead to the
absurd conclusion that there existed only one “I.” But Dzhugashvili
also rejected the “vulgar” thesis that consciousness was itself
material. Consciousness was produced by and reflected matter, but
they were “not one and the same phenomenon.”28

Parallel to this there is a Marxist account of history to be found
in this text. In their struggle with nature people develop particular
technologies, giving rise to certain economic relations, which again
give rise to social consciousness. The economic side of society
makes up its “content,” whereas the juridical, political, and other
such phenomena constitute only its “form.” Dzhugashvili insisted
that “material” changes alwayspreceded“ideal” ones. There is no
such thing as a “parallelism” between the two. Consciousness lags
behind. As an example he referred to his own father. When a cobbler
goes bankrupt and is forced to take a job in a leather plant, he at
first hopes to get his shop back. Only gradually is he reconciled
with his new proletarian status. As a consequence of the slowness of
the “superstructure,” it never fully conforms to the “material basis”
of society: “a new content is ‘forced’ to dress itself up in an old
form.” But “ in the final instance,” i.e. eventually, it will always
come to correspond to the new economic relations.29 Thus we have
a Plekhanovist argument of basic correspondence of the superstruc-
ture to the economic basis, in which its autonomy is reduced to its
slowness.
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But Koba did not only attack “idealism,” but also “dualism.”
Dualists were the sort of heretics who did not understand that
“consciousness and being, idea and matter” were only “two different
forms of one and the same phenomenon.” What could that common
principle be?

A unified and indivisible nature, expressing itself in two different forms – a
material and an ideal one; a unified and indivisible social life, expressing itself
in two different forms – a material and an ideal one. That is how we must look
to the development of nature and social life. [. . .] monism proceeds fromone
principle – nature or being, having material and ideal forms; whereas dualism
proceeds fromtwo principles– material and ideal, which according to dualism,
deny each other.30

Claiming that the ideal side of society cannot “deny” the material
side, this monism repeated the thesis that consciousness must
always be in essential correspondence with the economic basis.
But the monism was also strangely incoherent with the rest of
Dzhugashvili’s argument. He had insisted that matter equalled
being, and that it was the fundamental principle determining
consciousness. Matter was to consciousness as content to form.
But then it appeared that matter was the expression of a third,
deeper principle – namely being – having matter and idea as its two
forms! In other words, matter wasnot the primary category after all.
Correspondingly, on one hand the economic basis of society was
the primary factor of societal development, but on the other it was a
mere expression of “social life” as such.

Though unacknowledged, this confused monism was inspired by
Plekhanov, on whoseOn the Question of the Development of the
Monist View of History(1895), in Lenin’s words, “a whole gener-
ation of Russian Marxists was educated.”31 One just has to read it
to see that this is where Koba drew his monism from. Plekhanov
pledged adherence to the “camp of thematerialists,” consisting of
all those who considered matter to be the “primary factor.” But
he also opposed the “dualistsystems,” which considered spirit and
matter as “separate, independentsubstances.” Instead he adhered to
“monism, i.e. to the explanation of the phenomena with the help
of some single fundamental principle.” Mind and matter were of
one substance. What was this fundamental principle? According
to Plekhanov, man was “that which the environment surrounding
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him (i.e., first, nature, and second,society) makes him.” Nature
was the unifying principle of which mind and matter were expres-
sions, and society unified the economic basic and the psychological
superstructure.

According to [Marx],the economy of a societyand itspsychologyform the two
sides of one and the same phenomenon, ‘the production of life’ of the people, their
struggle for existence, in which they organise themselves in a certain way, thanks
to the given state of the productive forces. The struggle for existence creates their
economy; and on the basis of that its psychology also grows. The economy itself
is something secondary, like the psychology.32

Here again, two schemes fused into one. Firstly, matter deter-
mines the idea. And, secondly, nature determines both matter and
the idea. In terms of society, we have an economic system producing
an ideological superstructure; and a society, identified mainly with
productive technology, producing both the economic system and
the ideological superstructure. Dzhugashvili’s model was so similar,
that there is little doubt that he copied it from Plekhanov.

Monism had an interesting consequence. Plekhanov attributed
all-encompassing importance to the productive forces. Although
the economy determined the superstructure, “whether the passions
govern the economy or the economy the passions” was irrelevant.
The point was that they were both “differentsidesof the social
whole,” i.e. of the productive process.33 Thus Plekhanov held, that
not only did the productive relations determine the superstructure;
it was moreover the case that the productive forces determined both
these productive relations and the superstructure.

This is not just another way of expressing Marx’s materialism.
With Marx, society’s technology determined its economic system,
and the economic system again its politics and culture. But in
Plekhanov’s model the superstructure was only in part determined
by the economic system.It was in part directly determined by the
technological demands of society, i.e. without the intervening factor
of the economic system. This model had serious consequences
for historical analysis. When the Italian Marxist Antonio Labriola
claimed that the state was always an organisation of the econom-
ically ruling class, Plekhanov denied this. In countries like China
and Egypt the state arose due to the need to control the great rivers,
i.e. due to the “direct influence of the needs of the social productive
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process.”34 In Plekhanov’s monism it was possible for the super-
structure of a class society to contain elements without a class
nature, arising directly in response to technological needs of society.
For the time being, this monist analysis of society remained only an
abstract formula in Dzhugashvili’s essay. But later in his career it
would be revived and, slightly reformulated, put to use.

Whereas Dzhugashvili’s materialism was copied from
Plekhanov’s work, the chapter in “Anarchism or socialism?”
on the “dialectical method” was not. Dialectics had mainly
something to do with the world being in a “state of permanent
movement and development.” Life should not be considered as
“something immutable and frozen.” It is in an “eternal process
of destruction and creation.” Therefore there will always be “the
new and the old, the growing and the dying.” Koba added that
“movement has two forms: evolutionary and revolutionary.” He
identified the former with quantitative changes and the latter with
qualitative ones. Minor changes prepare the ground for the decisive
ones. It is a law, equally valid in nature and human society, that at
some point the first always turns into the second. So, things always
change, and eventually they even change into something different.
That is what dialectics was about.

This is a rather dramatic view, dominated by a struggle for life
between things opposing each other, a grim world of growth and
death. Koba was thinking particularly of struggling classes. For
example, the proletariat was a small class, but “it grows daily,” so
in the end it will be victorious despite its present smallness. “In
contrast, that in life which gets old and goes to its grave, will inev-
itably suffer defeat, even if it represents agiant force today.” The
example was the bourgeoisie, which “as a class is decomposing,
gets weaker and old, and becomes a dead weight to life.” Classes
are competing for supremacy and the economic laws of history
determine which win out and which die.35 This seemed a kind of
biological Marxism, a Marxist ‘Darwinism’, well adapted to an
ideology of life-and-death class struggle.

Hegel’s original dialectics had been a form of logic – if one
understands logic not in the usual sense of a set of deductive, formal
operations, but as a self-induced movement of concepts. The essence
of the world is made up of concepts, which are inherently contra-
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dictory and ‘solve’ themselves by turning into something else. The
consecutive ‘negations’ are the changes the tangible world lives
through. According to Engels, whose works popularised Marxist
philosophy more than Marx’s own, Hegel was wrong in claiming
that concept was the essence of reality. Matter was ultimate reality.
He pleaded for a “materialist dialectic” – a “dialectical movement
of the real world.” All things are interrelated, mutually dependent,
causing each other and turning into each other, and developing from
the lower to the higher. Engels believed that the dialectics of nature
had been proven by the discoveries of modern natural science, in
particular of the living cell, the concept of energy, and Darwin’s
discovery of the mechanism of evolution.36

Engels’ ‘dialectics’ represented in many ways no more than
a summary of the modern, evolutionary view of the world. But
not quite. Hegel also described the world as a living whole or a
complex of interacting forces, moving from one stage of complexity
to another. But he interpreted this as the expression of the contra-
dictoriness of the concepts underlying the world. Engels followed
Hegel, though in a twisted way. In hisAnti-Dühring he explained
that, if one sees things as static and isolated, one will discover no
contradictions in them. But if one proceeds from the dynamic view
of movementone will at once observe contradictions everywhere.37

Thus, whereas Hegel started from the concept and its contradictions
and arrived at a dynamic and holistic view of reality, Engels departed
from a dynamic and holistic real world and then found contradic-
tion in it. ‘Logical’ contradiction remained an inherent part of his
doctrine, but as a derived element.

As to what contradiction was, Engels remained vague. Most
characteristically he defined it as a specific form of interaction
between two poles, interpenetrating and conflicting with each other.
The magnet was a case in point, and so was the relation between the
proletariat and the bourgeoisie, hostile classes yet mutually presup-
posing each other. This interpretation of contradiction preserved
a flavour of logical paradox. Engels further explained that Hegel
discovered two specific laws of dialectical movement. One held that
slow, “quantitative” change eventually results in a quick and imme-
diate kind of transformation, a “qualitative” leap. An example was
that water, while being heated, remains fluid all the time, until at
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100◦ it suddenly turns into a gas. The other law was the so-called
“negation of the negation.” Things develop, as it were, spirally, by
turning into their opposite repeatedly and at a progressively higher
level. For instance, one grain “negates” itself into a plant, which
again “negates” itself into a large number of new grains.38 In sum,
Engels’ thought was a curious compromise between Hegel and
scientism, between dialectics as a peculiar form of ‘contradictory
logic’ and dialectics as a system of evolution and interaction of
forces.

This mixture was the starting point for other Marxist philos-
ophers. Plekhanov’s model of dialectics remained a close copy
of Engels’.39 But Kautsky developed a new interpretation, often
described as a “Darwinist version of Marxism.” According to him,
the notions of matter being riddled with logical contradiction and
of its development through self-negation were metaphysical arte-
facts in Marxism. Dialectics merely meantinteraction between
conflicting forces.40 Among Russian social-democrats Bogdanov
was the main representative of scientistic Marxism. He held that
everything that existed was energy in diverse forms. Laws described
the principles of transformation from one form of energy into
another. And these were purely positive laws of change and inter-
action. There was no room for logical contradictions, negations, and
qualitative jumps.

Against this background we must return to Dzhugashvili’s
dialectics. In his model there existedonly the ever developing,
growing and dying world. Interestingly, he omitted to mention the
mutual dependence of things, i.e. the holistic aspect. The focus was
completely on the dynamic, developmental character of nature and
society. Of the Hegelian element only the concept of ‘qualitative
jumps’ was preserved. Engels’ other dialectical principle of the
‘negation of the negation’ was omitted. What is more, any reference
to logical contradictions or interpenetrating opposites was absent
and replaced by a struggle between growing and dying things.
Engels was quoted to the effect that a thing could be itself and its
own opposite, but this was reformulated in such a way that any rudi-
ment of paradox was gone: the latter had only intended to say that
something could be positive now and negative tomorrow, or positive
in one respect, but not in another.41
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Dzhugashvili’s interpretation of dialectics ran counter to
Plekhanov’s. He obviously followed the scientistic-biological
tendency.42 But we can understand how a man who adopted monism
arrived, in contrast to Plekhanov, at a complete rejection of the
Hegelian element. According to the monist scheme, matter and idea
were two sides of one closely integrated ‘being’. Now a fusion of
matter and idea naturally tends to produce either a submersion of
matter under a conceptual ‘logic’, producing some kind of neo-
Hegelian system; or it will, alternatively, result in rejecting separate
dialectical laws – such as the ‘negation of the negation’ – as abstract
principles with no relation to the material world. Though the monist
Plekhanov did not draw the latter conclusion, it was apparently
drawn by his follower Dzhugashvili.

Meanwhile, not only Bogdanov’s dialectics, but his materialism
too deviated sharply from Engels’ orthodox position. Influenced as
he was by Ernst Mach’s and Richard Avenarius’ ‘empiriocriticism’,
he insisted that introspection and observation were fundamentally
of one kind. To speak of “mind” and “matter” as fundamen-
tally different things, meant “substituting” metaphysical concepts
for pure “experience.” The idea of “reality” itself was a meta-
physical construct, and whatever it ‘was’, it was in any case one
unbroken flow of experiences. The only thing Bogdanov allowed
was “universal substitution.” Concepts could be used, provided they
carried no claim of expressing reality, and were essentially the same
for all branches of science. This point of view, dubbed “empirio-
monism,” also allowed Bogdanov to interpret the observed laws of
nature as our own constructs. Not only does the world provide us
with sensory input, we, in turn, as it were construct the world by
observing it. He called this his “labour world view.”43

Plekhanov was no completely orthodox follower of Engels’
theory of knowledge. In contrast to Bogdanov, he agreed on the
objective reality of the material world, but held that it was not
fully knowable. Our concepts were not potentially perfect reflec-
tions, as Engels believed, but rather something like “hieroglyphs.”
Our image of realitycorrespondedto it rather than reflecting it.44

Nevertheless this remained much closer to Engels than Bogdanov’s
agnosticism. And the menshevik Plekhanov did not hesitate to attack
the bolshevik Bogdanov for his heresy.
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In 1908 the Transcaucasian bolsheviks became divided among
themselves in this philosophical conflict. Some of Koba’s close
acquaintances chose Bogdanov’s side.45 The main source of infor-
mation on his own position are two letters. He wrote the first one
from prison to the Bogdanovite Misha Tskhakaja in July 1908. The
second was written in January 1910 to a comrade in Switzerland.
Quoting the then available fragments of the letters, Robert Williams
concluded that “Stalin was well informed about emigré philosoph-
ical disputes, but by no means a supporter of Lenin [who later joined
in the attack on Bogdanov, E.v.R.].”46 This conclusion is only partly
supported by the full text of the letters. In the first one Dzhugashvili
characterised the various positions as follows:

About which differences are we speaking here? Between the Plekhanovists and
the Bogdanovists (empiriomonists)? But apart from them there are still other
tendencies: empiriocriticists (Lunacharskij, Valentinov), empiriosymbolists(P.
Jushkevich) and the Marxists.

Koba appears to have been well informed, at least in general
terms. His characterisations of Lunacharskij and Valentinov as
empiriocriticists, and of Jushkevich as an empiriosymbolist were
apt. Most interestingly, he denied in effect that either Plekhanov
or any of the the ‘empirio’-theorists were really Marxists. Thereby
he placed himself in a camp of those who held on to the original
Marxist position taken by Engels. He explained this as follows:

Of course, one has to reject Plekhanov’s ‘thing in itself’, his curious under-
standing of materialism, his disparaging attitude towards Dietzgen, Mach-
Avenarius etc. [. . .] But one has to reject Bogdanov’s ‘panpsychism’, his
spiritualistic ‘universal substitution’ etc. just as well. Despite its good sides,
empiriocriticism is also, as a whole, unacceptable due to its parallelism which
confuses matters. One has to stick to dialectical materialism (not Plekhanov’s, but
that of Marx and Engels), developing it and making it more concrete in the spirit
of J. Dietzgen, while assimilating the good sides of ‘Machism’ in the process.47

This sounds obscure, but Koba’s position was coherent enough.
In “Anarchism or socialism?” he had defended Engels’ orthodox
position of the objective character of external reality and its know-
ability. Now he confirmed that only this epistemology was the real
thing. Plekhanov’s claim that theDing an sichcould not be fully
known was unacceptable, and Bogdanov’s agnosticism the more so.
But all the same, Dzhugashvili was subjected to the temptations
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of monism. Matter and consciousness should somehow be brought
together in one scheme. That is why he could not bring himself
to reject Mach and Avenarius (as well as the monist-materialist
Dietzgen) out of hand.

As Engels’ faithful follower, Lenin had all the time been
disgusted by Bogdanov’s philosophy. As long as they co-operated
closely in the Bolshevik Centre their marriage of convenience held.
However when in 1908 they ran into conflict over political tactics,
Lenin joined Plekhanov in the attack. In May 1909 he published
Materialism and Empiriocriticism, dedicated to the destruction of
Bogdanov’s system. The book was an elaborate, up-to-date version
of Engels’ theory of knowledge. Against Bogdanov’s refusal to
admit that our mental concepts were potentially accurate reflections
of an objective material reality, Lenin argued that external reality
simply had to exist. If it did not, the only existing reality would be
the mind of the one individual observer – a “solipsist” absurdity.48

After Dzhugashvili’s first letter we would expect him to react posi-
tively, but with reservations, to Lenin’s book. And precisely this
showed through in his letter of January 1910:

How did you like Bogdanov’s new book?,” Koba wrote, “I think it pins down very
strikingly and correctly someparticular blunders of Il’ich’s. It is also correct
in pointing to the fact that Il’ich’s mater-ism differs in many respects from
Plekhanov’s, something which Il’ich (for diplomatic reasons?) tries to cover up
[. . .] In general I still hold that Il’ich’s book is a compendium of the theses of the
philosophy (gnoseology) of mater-ism, unique in its kind.49

Koba was critical of Lenin, reproaching him with some unspeci-
fied blunders and with opportunistically covering up his differences
with Plekhanov’s hieroglyphics. But fundamentally he stood on
Lenin’s side against Bogdanov. And it could hardly have been other-
wise, because both men followed Engels, though Lenin committedly
and Koba with monist reservations.

In summing up, Dzhugashvili’s prerevolutionary philosophy
combined two sources of inspiration. Firstly, he adopted Engels’
epistemology of the objectively existing and knowable world, with
the human mind as the product of matter. Secondly, he embraced
Plekhanov’s monism. The concept of close correspondence between
matter and idea in a single integrated whole made him conclude
that the ideological superstructure could never be in conflict with
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the economic basis but only lag behind. Consequently the task of
the vanguard was merely to accelerate the rudimentary socialism
of proletarian consciousness. Furthermore, Plekhanov’s monist
concept of society as a single whole, of which the economic basis
was only a segment, allowed for the existence of non-class elements
in the ideological superstructure.

Finally, unlike Plekhanov, Dzhugashvili interpreted philosoph-
ical monism as irreconcilable with quasi-logical dialectical laws.
He even omitted the holistic aspect of dialectics which could easily
have been accomodated in his system based on evolution and inter-
action instead of on ‘logic’. But this latter omission (which might be
explained by Dzhugashvili’s extreme focus on the irreconcilability
of classes) proved no permanent feature of Stalinist dialectics. As
we will see, after the revolution Stalin included holism in his
definition.

ESTABLISHING ORTHODOXY

During the nineteen-twenties the Soviet philosophical world was
torn apart by the struggle between the ‘mechanists’ and the ‘dialec-
ticians’. Among prominent party leaders only Bukharin regularly
engaged in philosophy. Until he was overthrown in 1929, his 1921
Historical Materialism was regarded as a classic. By this time
Russian Marxists began to make the terminological distinction
between “dialectical materialism” as the philosophy of Marxism
and “historical materialism” as its application to society.50 This
distinction was turned into a dogma by Stalin in 1938.51

Though not participating in the great debate of the twenties,
Bukharin was a mechanist. He believed in absolute determinism.
There were no accidental, causeless phenomena. Seemingly acci-
dental occurrences were cases of the intersecting of two causal
chains, of which only one was known. There were two possible
ways of regarding nature and society. The static way was to see
everything as constantly at rest. The “dynamic point of view”
held that nothing was unchanging. This correct dialectical position
implied that everything was a “process,” to be studied in an evolu-
tion of origination, motion and destruction. According to Bukharin,
permanent change was caused by the fact that everything was
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interconnected. As everything was constantly subjected to outside
influences, nothing could remain as it was.

Bukharin further explained permanent change in terms of
“constant internal contradictions”in all things. Things moved from a
state of original equilibrium through disturbance of that equilibrium
to the reestablishment of equilibrium on a new basis. But a state of
balance of “opposing and colliding forces” was exceptional. This
scheme seemed to affirm change as an inherent characteristic of the
phenomena rather than caused by external factors. But that was only
apparent. For once an equilibrium between the internal forces of a
system was established, it could only be disturbed from the outside.
Next to interconnectedness, dynamism and internal struggle, the
fourth and last principle of dialectics was the “theory of sudden
changes,” of development through “sudden leaps.”52 This last prin-
ciple, corresponding to Hegel’s transition from quantity to quality,
was a dialectical rudiment in an otherwise completely mechanist
system.

In 1925 Engels’ manuscriptDialektik der Naturwas published
for the first time. It listed three “general laws” of dialectics, namely
“the transition from quantity to quality and conversely,” “the inter-
penetration of opposites” and “the negation of the negation.”53 The
publication of the manuscript was an unpleasant surprise for the
mechanists. Most of them denied the very existence of the first and
the last ‘laws’, and their colliding physical forces did not corre-
spond to Engels’ “interpenetration of opposites,” which preserved a
logical-Hegelian flavour. The next blow fell in 1929, when Lenin’s
Filosofskie tetradywere published, betraying his admiration of
Hegel’sWissenschaft der Logik. All this supported Deborin and the
conception of dialectics as Plekhanov had defended it, and which
had not allowed Hegel to be drowned in the waters of modern
science and positivism. Deborin scored his great triumph in April
1929, when mechanicism was officially condemned as a deviation
from Marxism-Leninism.

Stalin did not participate in the philosophical debate of the
nineteen-twenties.54 His library, which he began to collect after the
revolution, testifies to a limited interest in dialectical materialism.55

The same goes for historical materialism. We do know that he
attached importance to using the proper Marxist terminology.56 But
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in his library we find only a few indications of theoretical interest in
historical materialism.57 In a speech of April 1929 he quoted Lenin
to the effect that Bukharin never completely understood dialectics,
the “soul of Marxism.”58 However, it would have been a problem
for him to pursue this matter, for his own interpretation of dialectics
was close to Bukharin’s. In December 1929 he attacked the latter’s
theory of equilibrium, but characteristically only in its economical
and not in its philosophical aspect.59 Not surprisingly, it did not take
long for him to turn against the triumphant Deborin.

In 1930 the young philosophers Mark Mitin and Pavel Judin
opened the attack on Deborin. They accused him of overesti-
mating the significance of Plekhanov’s dialectics to the detriment
of Lenin’s, and of a lack of interest in practical political questions.
These mistakes were connected with a formalistic and schematic
interpretation of dialectics as a conglomerate of self-developing
abstract concepts.60 In other words, Deborin was accused of staying
too close to Hegel. Stalin intervened on the side of Mitin and Judin.
In December 1930 he attended a meeting of the Bureau of the party
cell of the department of philosophy and natural sciences of the
Institute of Red Professors. He explained that “all deviations from
Marxism, even in the most abstract questions of theory, acquire
political significance in a situation of sharpening class struggle.”
Therefore philosophy should be taken seriously. And Stalin was in
an uncompromising mood.

You have toturn overand dig up all the dung that accumulated in philosophy
[. . .]. You should turn over everything written by the Deborin group. Everything
which is mistaken should be destroyed. [. . .] You have to unmask Plekhanov,
his philosophical theses. He always behaved arrogantly towards Lenin; and
also Jushkevich, Valentinov, Bazarov and others. Now you have to uproot all
their works, how they criticised Lenin, how they behaved towards him, towards
‘Materialism and Empirio-criticism’.

Stalin noted that, inMaterialism and Empirio-criticism, Lenin
had developed materialism to a new stage, beyond its “atomistic”
level, by integrating electron theory into it. Asked whether the
theory should not be developed even further, the leader was not
enthusiastic. The main problem now was to “beat in all directions.”
First of all one should beat the Deborinists, who were “Plekhanov-
ists in the field of gnoseology” and for whom Hegel was an “icon.”
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Using dialectics in a formalistic way – as a collection of ready-made
abstract formulas, they were guilty of a “contemplative materialism”
and of a “menshevising idealism.” “What kind of Marxism is that,”
Stalin asked, “which separates philosophy from politics, theory
from practice?” Nevertheless the main danger did not come from
Deborin but from the mechanists, who had more serious roots in real
life.61 In January 1931 the Central Committee adopted a resolution
confirming Stalin’s findings and bringing the Deborin group to an
end.

Stalin’s intervention shows that he had not moved from his pre-
revolutionary positions. He defended the orthodox Engels-Lenin
theory of knowledge against Plekhanov’s indiscretions and against
the various empirio-theoreticians with their denial of objective
reality. Furthermore, he attacked Plekhanov and Deborin for
preserving abstract Hegelian elements in their idea of dialectics. The
only important new theme was the practical orientation of philos-
ophy, a point which he also accused the Deborinists of neglecting.
Stalin had put this question on the agenda in December 1929, when
he complained that theoretical work in economics lagged behind
the demands of the kolkhoz movement. He observed a “rift between
practical successes and the development of theoretical thought.” To
be valid, theory should give “thepraktiki the strength of an orienta-
tion, a clarity of perspective, assurance in work, faith in the victory
of our socialist construction.”62

In itself, practice as the criterion of theory is not spectacular. To
be meaningful, scientific hypotheses must be testable. However, for
science the concept of practice should strictly meanscientific prac-
tice, i.e. the controlled experiment and other forms of systematic
observation. But that was not how Stalin saw it. His condition that
theory must give an orientation topraktiki cut off a substantial part
of the body of science as irrelevant. Furthermore, in his 1938On
dialectical and historical materialismhe quoted Engels to the effect
that practice as the criterion of truth referred in particular to the
“experiment” and “industry.”63 To mention industry as a separate
criterion of truth – next to the scientific experiment – opened the
way for accepting as true theories which seemed to work in produc-
tion but had not been subjected to scientific testing. We expect
Stalin’s utilitarian interpretation of practice to lead to unjustified
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acceptance of practical wisdom as scientifically valid. In a speech
in November 1935 the Soviet leader called on scientists to follow
the example of the Stakhanovites. Science was only worthy of its
name, if it “sharply listens to the voice of experience, of practice.”
He explained:

People [. . .] say that the data of science, the data of the technical handbooks and
instructions, contradict the demands of the Stakhanovites concerning new, higher
technical norms. But about which science do we speak here? The data of science
have always been tested in practice, by experience. A science which has lost the
link with practice, with experience – what kind of science is that?64

Apparently, the results of scientific experiments, as laid down
in handbooks, should be overturned not by new experiments and
analysis butdirectly by the productive experience of the toilers,
without separate scientific verification.65 In a speech in May 1938
Stalin noted that new roads in science were sometimes opened by
people “completely unknown in the scientific world, simple people,
praktiki, innovators of the deed.” Stakhanov and the arctic traveller
Papanin were such “innovators in science, people of our advanced
science.”66 Discussing the development and study of Marxism in
a speech of 1 October 1938, the leader noted: “After all, how did
theory develop? On the basis of a generalisation of experience. How
does experience originate? Either in practice in a laboratory or in
practice among the masses. People are also a laboratory.” Marxism,
alleged to be a science, developed in the course of class struggle.67

Thus Stalin’s concept of scientific practice included political as
well as productive work. There is, furthermore, an obvious parallel
between his earlier view of the vanguard party as merely system-
atising spontaneous proletarian consciousness and this later view of
science as systematising the experience of the proletariat.

For the time being it remained unclear as to what kind of
dialectics Stalin hoped to put in place of Deborinism. Mitin accused
Deborin of treating “matter” as an abstract concept in a way very
similar to Hegel’s “idea.” Dialectical laws were not to be treated as
empty concepts moving in a “purely logical” way. But when it came
to his own understanding of these laws, Mitin could only return to
Engels’ “unity and struggle of opposites,” the qualitative “jump” and
the “negation of the negation.”68 There was in fact no fundamental
difference between Mitin and Deborin. It was only that the former
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adhered more closely to Engels’ three laws, whereas the latter did
more justice to the grandness of Hegel’s system. Not surprisingly,
after the mid-nineteen thirties Mitin too was accused of “abstract
and scholastic” work.69

Stalin defined his dialectical materialism in the philosophical
chapter of the 1938Kratkii kurs. He repeated Engels and Lenin’s
familiar thesis that the world was material. Matter moved by
itself, not driven by a spiritual principle. “Matter, nature, being”
constituted an objectively existing reality. Consciousness reflected
matter. The objective world was completely knowable. Bogdanov
was again castigated for denying objective truth. But the leader’s
sympathies for the scientistic camp were clear enough. Like
Bukharin, he insisted that the connectedness and mutual causa-
tion of the phenomena was no matter of coincidence, but of laws
of development. The history of society was no “accumulation of
‘coincidences’ ” but governed by laws. Furthermore, the dialectical
method looked to development “as the result of the development
of contradictions in nature, as the result of the interaction of
opposing forces in nature.” This identification of contradiction with
interacting forces put Stalin firmly in the mechanist camp.

Dialectics had four distinguishing marks. Firstly, the world was
no coincidental accumulation of objects, isolated from each other,
but a coherent, united whole, in which the phenomena were “organ-
ically linked to each other, depending on each other and causing
each other.” A thing was caused by “the phenomena that surround
it.” Secondly, nature was in a state of permanent movement and
change, of permanent renewal and development. Thirdly, devel-
opment was not a simple process of growth, but a matter of
small, quantitative changes turning at some point suddenly into a
qualitative, jump-like transition. And, finally:

dialectics proceed from the fact that [. . .] the phenomena of nature know internal
contradictions, for they all have their negative and positive sides, their past and
future, their obsolete and developing sides. The struggle between these opposites,
the struggle between the old and the new, between what dies and what is being
born [. . .] forms the internal content of the process of development, the internal
content of the transition from quantitative into qualitative changes.70

Thus we find again the elimination of all traces of Hegelian
contradiction. No “interpenetration of opposites” and no “nega-
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tion of the negation.” Yet it is not quite accurate to hold, as
Kolakowski does, that Stalin’s position was almost a restate-
ment of Bukharin’s.71 To begin, his own 1906–1907 work already
mentioned the last three aspects of dialectics. Only the first point of
mutual causation was new, but that could have simply been derived
from Engels. The only two Bukharinist elements were the denial of
coincidence and the idea of summarising dialectics in four points.
More importantly, in Bukharin’s theory of equilibrium a thing left
alone in due course comes to rest. With Stalin that was not the case.
His first principle of external causation did suggest it, but the exposi-
tion of contradiction shows internally driven self-movement. Stalin
remained faithful to his view of unending struggle between vital
forces of growth and obsolete forces of decay. His model was more
biological than Bukharin’s. Typically, he expected social science to
become “just as exact a science as, let’s say, biology.”72

The 1938 text further contained an exposé of historical materi-
alism. It was in part developed as a reaction to the ‘Pokrovskij
school’ of history. From 1934 onwards the deceased historian was
accused of having exaggerated the economic factor in the historical
process and of unduly reducing the role of individual personal-
ities and the state. Stalin had always been suspicious of too strict
an interpretation of economic materialism.73 In December 1931 he
indicated to Emil Ludwig that only “vulgarisers of Marxism” denied
the “role of eminent personalities.”

But, of course, people do not make history the way their imagination inspires
them to [. . .] Every new generation finds certain conditions [. . .] And great people
are worth anything only as far as they are able to understand these conditions
correctly, to understand how to change them. [. . .] Marxism never denied the role
of heroes. On the contrary, it recognises this role as considerable, but with those
reservations about which I just spoke.74

Stalin again followed Plekhanov. In his debate with the populists
the latter had acknowledged that historical heroes did exist, but not
as self-sufficient actors. A “great man” was one who understood
the scientific laws of social life and, acting in accordance with the
direction these laws predicted society was taking, accelerated the
inevitable process.75 A few years later the leader elaborated on this
point in a critique of the alleged tendency in Pokrovskij’s work to
discuss history exclusively in terms of economic and sociological
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categories. In March 1934 he said at a meeting at the Communist
Academy, in A.I. Stetskij’s paraphrase:

sociology is substituted for history [. . .] What generally results is some kind of
odd scenario for Marxists – a sort of bashful relationship – [in which] they attempt
not to mention tsars and attempt not to mention prominent representatives of the
bourgeoisie [. . .] We cannot write history in this way! Peter was Peter, Catherine
was Catherine. They relied on specific classes and represented their mood and
interests, but all the same they took action – these were historical individuals.

In the same month the Politbureau took up the issue and Stalin
spoke again. According to the diary of one historian present, he said:

What the heck is ‘the feudal epoch’, ‘the epoch of industrial capitalism’, ‘the
epoch of formations’ – it’s all epochs and no facts, no events, no people, no
concrete information, not a name, not a title, and not even any content itself. [. . .]
History must be history.76

Stalin wanted to be an orthodox historical materialist.77 But he
also hoped to preserve room for the role of individuals in history. In
the philosophical chapter of theKratkij kurs he explained that the
mode of production of material goods determined “in the last resort
the physiognomy of society, its ideas, views, political institutions
etc.” Productive technology changed first, to be followed by the
productive system, to be followed by ideas. The latter could merely
speed up or slow down the former. “Just as the productive forces are
– so too must be the productive relations.” The crisis of capitalism
would, for example, lead to the establishment of the new system of
socialism with a “complete correspondence of the productive rela-
tions with the character of the productive forces.” But Stalin also
insisted on the “enormous roleof new social ideas, new political
institutions, a new political power, which are called to abolish by
force the old productive relations.”

It does not follow from Marx’s words that social ideas [. . .] do not produce a
reverse influence on social being [. . .]. We have been speaking so far about the
sourceof social ideas [. . .], about theirorigin, about the fact that the spiritual life
of society constitutes a reflection of the conditions of its material life. As regards
the significanceof social ideas [. . .], as regards theirrole in history, historical
materialism not only does not deny but, on the contrary, emphasizes their serious
role.

The point was that, whereas old ideas “slow down” the develop-
ment of society, new ideas “facilitate” that development. They are
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instrumental in the breakthrough to a new order.78 In his October
1938 speech the dictator complained that the role of theory had been
put under a cloud, and “by simplifying this matter people slipped
into a line of economic materialism or vulgar materialism.” Lenin
had been the first Marxist to “work out the question of the role
of the advanced idea.” A new idea arises only “on the basis of an
economic tendency [napravlenie],” but it is nevertheless of crucial
significance. It “organises people, mobilises them and leads to the
transformation of an old society into a new one.”79 In other words,
economic materialism explains theorigin of new ideas, but once
they exist they may become decisive. The role of the idea however
remained restricted, because thedirectionof the development of the
economic system was fixed. Ideas could only accelerate inevitable
transformation processes.

According to Wetter, though he was as it were continuing Lenin’s
struggle against the economists, Stalin made an original contribu-
tion to historical materialism with the above thesis. His distinction
between the origin and the significance of ideas was new.80 At
first sight this conclusion is hard to sustain. To begin with, Marx
and Engels recognised that economics had their way only “in the
last resort.” If the superstructure turned into an obstacle hampering
the rise of a new economic system, political revolution became
decisive.81 More importantly, Stalin’s words were foreshadowed
in Plekhanov’s work. The latter argued in his 1908Fundamental
Problems of Marxismthat the political factor “plays a significant
role in the development of society,” but that, incontestably, non-
economic factors “mustbe createdby the economic development
before they can act on them.” He made a distinction between “the
origin and the influence” of the non-economic factor.82 Once again
Stalin followed in Plekhanov to the letter. Yet, Wetter’s point cannot
be completely dismissed. Stalin did add a new dimension to the
question.

In 1927 the Soviet leader had argued that the working class
was now the full master of the country, and under these fortunate
conditions “consciousness is a huge driving-force in the cause of
developing and perfecting our industry.”83 In his speech to the 1939
party congress the triumphant dictator explained that, because of the
establishment of a harmonious system of socialism, more favourable
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conditions had arisen for the deployment of the force of ideas in
society. There were now “such driving-forces as the moral-political
unity of Soviet society, the friendship of the peoples of the USSR,
Soviet patriotism.”84 To hold that during the period of transition
from capitalism to socialism, when the system still ‘lagged behind’
the demands of the productive forces, the state became decisive –
as the accelerating factor – was in line with Plekhanov. In his day,
Lenin too had insisted that “politics is the concentrated expression of
economics [. . .] Politics must have the primacy over economics.”85

This referred to the economic liberation of the working class being
critically dependent on the establishment and preservation of the
proletarian dictatorship.

But Stalin made a further step when he argued that, once
the productive relations had been brought to correspond with the
demands of the productive forces, politicsremainedthe primary
factor – for precisely the opposite reason: not because of remaining
imperfections to be removed but because of the very perfectness of
the new system. Even under a system no longer ‘lagging behind’
the demands of the productive forces, under socialism, the acceler-
ating superstructure remained the primary driving force. This could
never be unconditionally the case. As always, the direction of devel-
opments was determined by the productive forces. Nevertheless
politics remained the driving force of the system.86 Here, then, lay
Stalin’s originality – in applying Plekhanov’s thesis of the signifi-
cance of the ideological factor under conditions of a retrograde
socio-economic system to the opposite conditions of an advanced
socialist system.

In conclusion, in the first two decades after the October Revolu-
tion Stalin basically accomplished two things in philosophy. Firstly,
he rejected Deborin’s model of dialectics which – in the spirit
of Engels, Plekhanov and Lenin – had preserved some Hegelian
elements. Without acknowledging it, he joined the mechanist camp.
Compared to his writings of 1906–1907, he embraced the scientistic
approach more fully now, accepting as he did the holist notion of
external, mutual causation with its complete determinism. But his
dialectics did not become a copy of Bogdanov’s and Bukharin’s
more strict mechanicism. Stalin’s ’biological’ model lacked the
element of equilibrium, resting instead on a metaphor of permanent
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struggle between vital and decaying forces. In that sense his inter-
pretation of dialectics remained distinctively his own. Secondly, in
his struggle against the Pokrovskij school he emphasized the signifi-
cance of the superstructure and of individual historical actors, but as
before they could only accelerate spontaneous processes.

MATURE STALINIST PHILOSOPHY

In 1945–1946 there appeared G.F. Aleksandrov’sHistory of
Western-European Philosophy. Stalin agreed to award the author
with a Stalin Reward. But soon he decided to subject the book to
discussion for serious mistakes. Reportedly the leader laid out the
basis for the discussion in a telephone conversation with the chief
editor of Pravda, P.N. Pospelov. He was dissatisfied with the tone
of the book. “It doesn’t have that militant party spirit, of which
Lenin’s works on philosophy are a model.” And he quoted his own
“Anarchism or socialism?” to the effect that Marx and Engels had
not been the founders of some philosophical school, but “living
leaders of a living proletarian movement.” Furthermore, the break
between Hegel and Marx had not been appreciated to a sufficient
degree. The former’s system had not only been conservative, as
Aleksandrov characterised it, but “reactionary, called forth by fear of
the French revolution and directed against the French materialists.”
Marxism represented a true “revolution in philosophy.”87

As in the times of the critique of Deborin, Stalin sharply
distinguished between Marxism and Hegelianism. In his last years
he further reduced the remaining non-mechanist elements in his
dialectics. The 1938 exposé contained several such rudiments,
among which was the transition from quantitative to qualitative
change. Subsequently the Soviet dictator partly dismantled this
‘law’. In his report to the 1939 party congress he noted that capitalist
society has “irreconcilable contradictions” and “antagonistic, hostile
classes.” The USSR no longer has such contradictions.88 The
concept of non-antagonistic contradictions became the point of
departure to reformulate dialectics.89 In June 1947 party secretary
Andrej Zhdanov held an important speech on philosophy containing
the following passage:
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In our Soviet society, where the antagonistic classes have been liquidated, the
struggle between the old and the new, and, consequently, the development from
the lower to the higher does not proceed in the form of a struggle between
antagonistic classes and of cataclysms, as it takes place under capitalism, but in
the form of criticism and self-criticism, which is the real driving-force of our
development [. . .]. This is undoubtedly a new kind of movement, a new type of
development, a new dialectical law.90

The speech was read and corrected by Stalin in advance.91 The
passage in question claims that, in the absence of ‘antagonistic’
contradictions, developments from the ‘lower to the higher’ take
non-cataclysmic forms. In his 1950 articles on linguistics Stalin
elaborated on this point. He explained that the transition from
one language to another did not take place through an “explosion
[vzryv],” but through a “gradual and lengthy accumulation of the
elements of the new quality” and a “gradual dying of the elements
of the old.” What is more,

the law of the transition of an old to a new quality through an explosion is not
only inapplicable to the history of development of language [. . .]. It is obligatory
for a society divided into hostile classes. But it is not at all obligatory for a society
that does not have hostile classes.

Another example of a gradual transition from one quality to
another had been the collectivisation of Soviet agriculture. As it
had taken the form of a revolution from above supported by the
peasantry, this too had been a gradual process.92 This reformulation
of the ‘law’ of qualitative change in the mechanist direction was
never complete. The full mechanist (and on this point even Bukharin
had not been one) denies the very idea of qualitative change. Stalin
needed to prove that dialectics did not predict violent transition from
socialism to communism. But to deny qualitative change as such
would have made nonsense of the whole idea of transition from one
type of society to another.93

The second point on which Stalin moved further in the direction
of mechanicism concerned the question of external causation. In the
1938 list of four defining elements of dialectics, the first concerned
complete causation of objects by the surrounding world, excluding
coincidence and which consequently made behaviour fully predict-
able. At the same time, though, Stalin had in contrast to Bukharin
insisted on never-ending internal struggles within objects. In his last
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years he distanced himself from this latter non-mechanist element
in his doctrine.

We should first consider Stalin’s views of biology and
physiology. The dictator sympathised with Lamarck’s idea of the
inheritance of acquired characteristics. Before the revolution he
expressed the expectation that “neo-Darwinism” was about to be
replaced by “neo-Lamarckism,” because the latter better explained
qualitative change in nature.94 In his discussion of December 1930
he admitted that, from his youth, he had been “captivated by neo-
Lamarckism. Weismann [a German neo-Darwinist biologist, died
1914, E.v.R.] contains a lot of mysticism.”95 On 31 October 1947
Stalin informed the main Soviet Lamarckist Trofim Lysenko that, in
his opinion, “Michurinism” was the “only scientific thesis”: those
“who deny the inheritance of acquired characteristics are not worth
devoting much attention to.”96 In a discussion with Iurij Zhdanov
of the party secretariat’s Science Department Stalin rejected the
assumption of an “immutable substance of heredity, which is not
subject to the influence of external nature.” Most of the new plant
species allegedly developed by Lysenko perished, but that was only
“what the books teach.”97

In April 1948 the young Zhdanov bravely criticised the Lysenko
school.98 At a meeting of the Politbureau in June the leader harshly
attacked him. Notes made by Andrej Zhdanov suggest that he
divided biology into two schools, the one “based on mysticism
– a mystery on a mystery. The other materialist.”99 Stalin further
edited Lysenko’s speech for the conference of the Academy of
Agricultural Sciences in August.100 What struck Lysenko-Stalin as
harmful in “Mendelism-Morganism” was the “undefined character
of variability.” Changes in the heredity of organisms were “funda-
mentally unpredictable.” This “concept of unknowability” disarmed
creative agrobiology.101 A Bol’shevik editorial commented that
Soviet science “chases coincidence from biology,” thereby allowing
the “planned capture of living nature from the viewpoint of
practice.”102

The same spirit pervaded physiology. In September 1949
Bol’shevikpublished a celebratory article on the occasion of the
centenary of Ivan Pavlov’s birthday. Pavlov had developed a
“materialist teaching of the dependence of the behaviour of organ-
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isms on external stimuli, on the conditions of their existence.”103

On Stalin’s initiative the Academies of Sciences and of Medical
Sciences organised a conference in June–July 1950 with the purpose
of rooting out everything diverging from Pavlov’s teachings – that
is, as interpreted by Stalin.

The main address delivered by Konstantin Bykov, published in
Pravdaon 29 and 30 June, was again read and edited by Stalin in
advance.104 It praised Pavlov’s “synthetic view of living nature,”
according to which the organism was conceived in unity with
the nature surrounding it. According to Bykov-Stalin, capitalist
physiologists operated with a concept of “the conservativeness of
the forces of nature, thereby putting the brakes on the development
of the all-penetrating force of the human mind.” With the theory of
conditioned reflexes, provoked by external conditions, “all reactions
of animals and man” might be explained. The idea that living beings
were “predetermined once and for all” was rejected. The “inner
world” of animals existed, but external environment had a dominant
influence on it.

In other words, according to Stalin, the hereditary material of
plants and the behavioural patterns of animals were completely
determined by their environment, which made them fully predict-
able and malleable through manipulation of this environment. Plants
and animals did no longer have an internal reality of their own; they,
as it were, lacked a stable, independent essence. In effect Stalin now
denied the relevance of the internal contradictions in objects. This
brought him close to Bukharin’s thesis of equilibrium in the absence
of external stimuli.

In the very last period of his life Stalin furthermore took a
final step in the direction of Bogdanov’s agnostic theory of knowl-
edge. This development was an obvious outflow of his phantasy of
complete control over the objective world. In his 1952Economic
problems of socialism in the USSRthe dictator insisted that scientific
laws reflect objective processes, taking place independently of our
will. One cannot change, abolish or create such laws. This standard
materialist thesis of objective reality was given a strange turn,
however. Stalin noted that, if the objectivity of laws were denied,
one would land up in the “kingdom of chaos and coincidences”
and fall into “slavish dependence on these coincidences.” But, then



STALIN AS A MARXIST PHILOSOPHER 291

again, “fetishisation of laws” would also lead to becoming a slaver
to them. By learning the laws of nature and applying them, one
can “limit their sphere of action, redirect the destructive forces
of nature.” For example, a river can be tamed to produce energy.
Though again, this does not mean that the existing laws of nature
were abolished.

On the contrary, this whole procedure is realised precisely on the basis of the laws
of nature, of the laws of science. For any violation of the laws of nature, the most
minor violation, would only lead to the collapse of the purpose [rasstrojstvo dela],
to the failure of the procedure.105

Tucker points out that this argument is contradictory. On one
hand Stalin insisted that laws of nature cannot be changed. But on
the other he did believe that their sphere of action can be limited,
which does represent a definite change. More importantly, people
can even violate these laws.106 In Stalin’s logic, to make an airplane
fly means to limit the sphere of action of the law of gravity. And
the crashing of a plane indicates that that law has been violated. The
objectivity of laws consists, then, not in the fact that they cannot be
violated, but that one can only violate them to one’s own detriment.

This muddled argument becomes understandable once we
assume that, by ‘laws’, Stalin in fact was referring to something
like rules of engineering. Such ‘laws’ can indeed be violated. If one
does, the plane crashes and the dam breaks. What is more, nothing
in Stalin’s argument suggests that there are any laws which simply
cannotbe violated, i.e. which are objective in a full sense. This
semi-objectivity provides almost limitless scope for transforming
the world. The limitations man faces in his projects concern only
the procedural rules to be followed, not the goals. There is no
inherent reason why any goal could not be achieved, provided the
rules are not violated. With this flexible interpretation of objectivity
Stalin at last moved away from the rigid Engels-Lenin view of
objective reality. He did not embrace Bogdanov’s notion that so-
called objective laws are in fact of our own making. After all, rules
of construction cannot be changed, and are indeed objectively given.
But he did move a substantial way in the direction of hollowing out
the fixed, given character of objective reality.

Thus in his last years Stalin again came closer to a completely
mechanist-scientistic interpretation of dialectical materialism. To



292 E. VAN REE

begin with, the idea of qualitative change was for a part undermined.
Furthermore, the factor of internal contradiction lost much of its
significance when compared to external causation. No longer did
objects have a ‘mystical’ inner being; they were, on the contrary,
completely determined by their environment. And, finally, the very
concept of an objectively existing reality was diluted. The laws
governing the world were objective only in a limited sense; for their
sphere of action could be restricted and they could even be violated.
The last two changes complemented each other. They expressed
extraordinary belief in the powers of man to mould the world at
will, an ideology Tucker aptly dubbed “transformism.”107

Historical materialism too was further adapted in Stalin’s last
years. During 1947 and 1948 the ‘patriotic’ temperature rose
steeply. During the June 1947 debate the philosopher Bonifatij
Kedrov criticised Aleksandrov’s book for exaggerating the role
of Russian philosophy and underrating the international aspect of
science. In 1948 Kedrov came under fire inVoprosy filosofii. The
attack was accompanied by a general statement concerning the
correct way to analyse the development of sciences, culture and
ideology. It was a case of “vulgar sociologism” to represent the
whole history of old Russia in terms of the activity of exploiting
classes. History was not only a matter of class. One should not forget
about the “national particularities of the development of specific
peoples.” Marxism insisted on representing the “socio-historical
roots of ideology”in full:

Scholars [. . .] do not live and act in a vacuum, in a sphere of pure, abstract thought,
but in a completely real historical situation; scholars belong to a specific class [. . .]
of a specific nation [. . .] Marxism-Leninism destroys completely the cosmopol-
itan fabrications of a supra-class, supra-national, ‘all-human’ science.108

In November 1948Bol’shevik wrote that, the “fundamental
thesis of historical materialism” – being determines consciousness
– implied that the “social conditions” in a given country determined
the development of ideology and science.

Therefore one cannot understand the course of scientific development without
attentive consideration of the historical development of each nation, of the social
system of a given country. To ignore the national aspect in considering the
development of science means to separate science from the social soil nurturing
it.109
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This amounted to a reformulation of historical materialism. The
old attack on the ‘vulgar’ approach was repeated to make a more
sweeping point. In the nineteen-thirties it had been argued that ideas
play an important role in history. Society cannot be reduced to its
economic basis. Now the national factor was added, suggesting that
it was part of the very basis of society, which apparently no longer
comprised only the economic system.

The new historical materialism was not elaborated theoretically.
But Stalin treated the matter in his 1950 work on linguistics. This
collection of articles criticised the linguist Nikolaj Marr, who held
that languages changed fundamentally under the influence of revolu-
tions in the socio-economic system. Stalin easily proved this not
necessarily to be the case. The Russian language had not changed
much since 1917. This is hardly spectacular, but the leader’s theoret-
ical remarks deserve some attention. He noted that, as language
was not fundamentally influenced by changes in the socio-economic
system, it was apparently not part of the superstructure. Stalin used
the concept of “society” as the point of departure of a new model.
All societies need language as a general instrument of communica-
tion, without which the productive process disintegrates. Language,
the “form of national culture,” shows a “kind of indifference to
classes.”

Language, though fundamentally differing from the superstructure, does not
however differ from the instruments of production, let’s say machines, which can
also serve the capitalist and socialist system equally. [. . .] Language is one of a
number of social phenomena that are active during the whole period of existence
of a society. It is born and develops with the birth and development of society. It
dies together with the death of society.

Stalin repeated the standard thesis that society’s economic system
serves as the basis upon which rests the superstructure of the “polit-
ical, juridical, religious, artistic, philosophical views of society,” as
well as the corresponding institutions. He further repeated his old
thesis of the active role of the superstructure. A basis “lives and
acts” and a superstructure, reflecting that basis, does not have an
“indifferent attitude towards the fate of its basis.” On the contrary,
once it comes into being, it “contributes actively to the formation
and strengthening of its basis, takes all measures in order to help the
new system to ruin and liquidate the old basis and the old classes.”
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A superstructure might “reject this serving role,” but it will then stop
being a superstructure. Stalin synthesised the two parts of his model
(language as a product of society as a whole; and the superstructure
as a product of the economic basis) into one formula:

The superstructure is not linked directly with production [. . .]. It is linked with
production only indirectly, through the economy, through the basis. Therefore the
superstructure reflects the changes in the level of development of the productive
forces not immediately and directly, but after changes in the basis [. . .]. But, in
contrast, language is directly linked with the productive activity of man.110

To sum up, for Stalin “society” as a whole became the primary
category. He visualised it as an organism engaged in a struggle for
survival. Society develops various instruments – such as productive
technology, a class system of property, and language – attuned to the
need of increasing its own viability. Thus class was reduced from
primary category to an element derived from the social whole. In
the classical terms of historical materialism this gives us a model in
which the productive forces are still the primary factor, creating a
corresponding economic system (the basis, the relations of produc-
tion) which is generally of a class nature. And this system again
produces a corresponding ideological and political superstructure.
But there is also a group of phenomena, like language, which are
direct creations of the productive forces and not of the productive
relations, and which therefore do not bear the stamp of class.111

Though Marr was his target, Stalin was in fact again criticising
Pokrovskij. He called Marr a “vulgariser of Marxism, in the style of
the ‘Proletkultists’.”112 The term “vulgar Marxism” was standardly
used to decry Pokrovskij. And he apparently associated Marr’s idea
that revolutions produced new languages with the Proletkult efforts
to create a new proletarian art. This contained another reference to
Pokrovskij, for Proletkult had been the brainchild of Bogdanov, of
whom Pokrovskij had once been a follower. There is also strong
evidence that Stalin’s thesis was meant as a critique of Bukharin.
In Historical Materialismthe latter insisted that language was part
of the “ideological superstructure,” and that it was “erected on the
economic basis.” He explained:

the connection of language with the process of production is more and more
indirect; the dependence of language on the technique of production is now an
indirect dependence; the causal chain now runsthrough the dependence of the
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various superstructural forms on the process of production, and even the latter
dependence may no longer be a direct one.113

Stalin’s thesis of language being directly determined by the
productive forces reads like a comment on Bukharin. Turning to the
question of the dictator’s sources of inspiration for his new model,
we must first observe that the well-known formula of culture being
“socialist in content and national in form,” which he elaborated
in the nineteen-twenties, already foreshadowed his later conclu-
sions. More importantly, we see a resurfacing of his Plekhanovist
monism of 1906–1907. It is only that those parts of the superstruc-
ture that were directly determined by the productive forces were now
redefined as no longer belonging to the superstructure and turned
into a separate category.114 In 1952 Stalin took a further step, when
he in effect removed part of the productive relations from the class
sphere too. It was held to be a law of the development of socialism
that “the old” was “not simply completely abolished, but changes its
nature as applied to the new, preserving only its form.”

That is how matters stand not only with commodities, but also with money
[. . .], as well as with banks [. . .] from the old categories of capitalism we
preserved mainly the form, the external outlook. But in essence we changed
them fundamentally as applied to the needs of the development of the socialist
economy.115

Thus, whereas in 1950 language – as the “form of culture” –
had been removed from the sphere determined by the economic
system, two years later the “form” of the relations of production
– commodity and money relations – was also made independent
of the system of property. All such “forms” were directly deter-
mined by the productive forces, which meant in practice that they
were preserved for the sake of societal and productive efficiency.
It seems that Stalin was in the process of formulating a concept
in which the “form” of cultural, political and economic life was
removedin toto from the class sphere, and absorbed by “society,”
which was another word for the national community. Had he been
able to continue with this, the result would have been a historical
materialism in which cultural, political and economic phenomena
were for a significant part made directly dependent upon national
and technological factors.
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CONCLUSIONS

Stalin’s two alleged contributions to historical materialism – the
occasional primacy of the ideological factor; and the existence of
social phenomena directly derived from the technological needs
of society instead of from its class structure – were copied from
Plekhanov’s work. In the latter’s monist interpretation of materi-
alism the economic basis and the ideological superstructure are
closely integrated in one common social whole. This has two
consequences. Firstly, there can never be opposition between the
basis and the superstructure. The latter can only lag behind. This
again creates the need for a special segment of the superstructure
(the vanguard party or the state) to accelerate the development of the
rest of the ideological-political sphere. Under such circumstances
the superstructure becomes the decisive factor, which must change –
and effects the change – in order to come to conform to the economic
basis. Secondly, Plekhanov identified the productive forces as the
unifying social principle directly underlying both the basis and the
superstructure. This implied that the ideological and political sphere
was for a part unrelated to class and directly derived from the nature
of society’s technical productive process.

Fundamentally, Stalin’s theses of the enormous role of ideas
and of language as a social phenomenon added nothing to this.
However, it must be admitted that on both points he did provide
some distinctive formulations of his own. To begin with, the primacy
of the vanguard party under capitalism and of the proletarian state in
the period of transition from capitalism to socialism can be under-
stood within the context of Plekhanov’s model. But to insist on the
primacy of the idea even under achieved socialism cannot easily be
accommodated in that model. Furthermore, the idea of a non-class
sphere was elaborated more sweepingly than in Plekhanov’s work,
by taking it out of the superstructure, turning it into a new category
of social phenomena, and by including elements of the productive
relations. As a result, though couched in wooden formulas, Stalin’s
historical materialism acquired a certain flexibility. It created a
balance between technological, economic and ideological factors
which a less rigid mind could have elaborated to some benefit.

Stalin’s concept of dialectics was part of the non-Hegelian ten-
dency in Marxism. He never believed in ‘interpenetrating opposites’
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and the ‘negation of the negation’. Moreover his mechanicism
became more pronounced in the course of time. After he hollowed
out the ‘law’ of qualitative transition and made external causa-
tion completely dominant over the principle of internal contra-
diction, he ended up at a position almost indistinguishable from
Bukharin’s theory of equilibrium. In effect he thereby largely aban-
doned his own ‘biological’ interpretation of dialectics, centring
around internal struggles between life and death forces. In summing
up, Stalin’s philosophy was a compound of Plekhanovist histor-
ical materialism and Bukharinist quasi-dialectics, but, the simplistic
and schematic formulations notwithstanding, with some original
admixtures of his own.

We are, finally, still faced with the problem of the apparent
contradiction between Stalin’s insistence on the importance of non-
economic and class-neutral factors and his firm rejection of idealist
dialectics. But the inconsistency is more apparent than real. To begin
with, I have noted that monism naturally leads to subsuming matter
under mind or the other way around, i.e. to either a pure Hegelian
or a pure materialist position. Plekhanov was not consistent enough
to acknowledge this. Like Engels and Lenin, he combined philo-
sophical materialism with a few logical-dialectical ‘laws’ isolated
from Hegel’s work. But, in adopting monism, Stalin had the consis-
tency to draw the conclusion drawn by Bogdanov and Bukharin –
to liquidate the Hegelian heritage. Furthermore, the non-economic
factors he introduced were on closer inspection not purely ideolog-
ical. The idea continued to reflect the economic basis and its
function was only to accelerate the development of the economic
system. And the non-class factor reflected the demands of tech-
nology. Appearances to the contrary, then, Stalin’s historical theory
was not to become an ‘idealist’ construct but remained a variety of
materialism.
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a case establishing that Marx and Engels also thought along these lines.
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ence, D. Reidel Publishing Company, Dordrecht/Boston/London, 1978.
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STALIN AS A MARXIST PHILOSOPHER 301
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Vera i nauka, which was the latter’s answer to Lenin’s. Bogdanov listed so many
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See Nikolaj Bukharin:Historical Materialism, The University of Michigan Press,
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Moscow, 1924, p. 3. In his book the Dutch communist H. Gorter (Het Historisch
Materialisme voor Arbeiders Verklaard, Proletarisch Links, Amsterdam, 1972,
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loviem G.V. Plekhanova, Gosudarstvennoe Izdatel’stvo, Moscow, 1922, p. 312)
adopted the same distinction Bukharin made between a general “philosophical
or dialectical materialism” and a “historical materialism” applied to society.
By the late nineteen-twenties the division between ‘dialectical’ and ‘histor-
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Stepanov:Dialekticheskij Materializm i Deborinskaia Shkola, Gosudarstvennoe
Izdatel’stvo, Moscow/Leningrad, 1928, pp. 87, 95; A. Deborin:Dialektika i
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Estestvoznanie, Gosudarstvennoe Izdatel’stvo, Moscow/Leningrad, 1929, p. 23;
see also M. Mitin, I. Razumovskij (eds.):Dialekticheskij i Istoricheskij Materi-
alizm, vol. 2, Istoricheskij Materializm, Partijnoe Izdatel’stvo, Moscow, 1932,
p. 1; M. Mitin: Dialekticheskij i Istoricheskij Materializm v 2-kh Chastjakh.
Uchebnik dlja Komvuzov i Vtuzov, vol. 1, Dialekticheskij Materializm, Partijnoe
Izdatel’stvo, Moscow, 1933, pp. 8–9.
51 I.V. Stalin: Sochinenija, vol. 1 [XIV], 1934–1940, The Hoover Institution on
War, Revolution, and Peace/Stanford University, Stanford, p. 279 [Sochinenija].
52 Bukharin,Historical Materialism, pp. 44, 63–64, 67, 72–75, 79, 81.
53 MEW, vol. 20, p. 348.
54 According to a friend of the important ‘Deborinist’ Ian Sten, the latter was
asked in 1925 by Stalin to direct his studies of Hegelian dialectics. The Soviet
leader was reported to have followed two lessons a week, and next to Hegel they
included the ideas of Kant, Feuerbach, Fichte and Schelling. But, as Sten confided
to the friend, he experienced great difficulties because of his student’s “inability to
master Hegelian dialectics.” Stalin ended the lessons in 1928. See Roy Medvedev:
Let History Judge. The Origins and Consequences of Stalinism, Oxford Univer-
sity Press, Oxford, 1989, pp. 438–439; Dmitrij Volkogonov:Triumf i Tragedija.
Politicheskij Portret I.V. Stalina v 2-kh Knigakh, vol. I.2, Izdatel’stvo Agentstva
Pechati Novosti, Moscow, 1989, pp. 126–127. I find this doubtful. Even assuming
that Stalin was not eager to learn, two lessons in classical German philosophy a
week in the course of three years must have had a profound impact on his under-
standing of the subject. However, nothing like that shows in the philosophical
chapter of theKratkij kurs.
55 The leader underlined Marx’s remarks on the dialectical method in a preface to
a 1934 copy of the first volume ofDas Kapital. See:RGASPI, f.558, op.3, d.206,
pp. 20–21. The books with notes include a 1930 collection of writings by Marx,
Engels, Plekhanov and Lenin on dialectical materialism; a 1931 copy of Engels’
Anti-Dühring, Dialektik der Natur and Ludwig Feuerbach, . . . as well as separate
copies ofAnti-Dühring from 1933 and 1950; a 1933 copy of Lenin’sFilosofskie
tetrady; a 1934 volume by M.B. Mitin on dialectical materialism; and a 1947
copy of Materialism and Empirio-criticism. See: ibid., dd.243, 199, 376, 377,
178, 55, 153. They were read intensely, though sometimes only parts of them, but
the notes are disappointing. They are almost exclusively marks and underlinings
and hardly any comments at all. The very few comments that are there are of little
significance, for instance a firm “No!” next to a passage in Mark Mitin’s book that
Lenin’s main theoretical works were written in the same period as Plekhanov’s.
See: d.55, p. 284. The comments in a 1939 copy of Lenin’sMaterialism and
Empirio-criticismand in G.F. Aleksandrov’s 1940Filosofskie Predshestvenniki
Marksizmaare not in Stalin’s hand. See dd.1, 167. A 1938 textbook on political
economy contains Stalin’s remark in the margin: “ ‘dialectics’: there is nothing
eternal, there are no eternal econ. relat., everything changes etc.” See: d.257,
p. 218.
56 In an October 1938 speech he quoted comrade Mitin who had quoted Marx
to the effect that the working class was “one of the most important instruments
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of production.” But that had been the early Marx. Later, inDas Kapital, the
prophet had used “more precise and specific formulations.” Together with the
“objects” of labour, the “instruments” of labour formed the “means of produc-
tion.” The latter category did not include the labourer, who was, however, part of
the “productive forces,” which were again the ‘instruments of production plus the
people, who put the means of production into motion’. See: N.N. Maslov: ‘I.V.
Stalin o “Kratkom kurse istorii VKP(b)” ’,Istoricheskij arkhiv5 (1994), pp. 23–
24; see also:RGASPI, f.17, op.120, d.313, ll.12–13. On further terminological
matters see D.T. Shepilov: ‘Vospominanija’,Voprosy istorii7 (1998), p. 9.
57 There is, for instance, a 1945 book by K.V. Ostrovitjanov on the economies of
pre-capitalist formations. Judging by the underlinings Stalin read the book in part,
but he did not make any notes. See:RGASPI, f.558, op.3, d.244. The same goes
for an undatedFoundations of Historical Materialism, in which he underlined for
instance a passage by Engels on the influence of ideas on the economy. See d.242,
p. 713. A 1938 copy of Plekhanov’s book on the monist interpretation of history
does contain some comments, though again not many. He wrote in the margin:
“Ideas lag behindbeing, they arise with a delay, they are secondary, produced.”
And there is a “Not so” next to a passage where the author claimed that in the very
earliest times ofhomo sapiensthe productive instruments were not yet decisive
in determining the nature of society. See: d.251, pp. 67, 90. In a 1938 textbook
on political economy Stalin wrote: “ ‘being determines consciousness’, or: the
‘material’ (the basis), as the foundation, and the ‘ideal’ as the superstructure
(thematerialistunderstanding of history)” See: d.257, p. 218. The only substan-
tial piece of writing I found is a long, hand-written note on the “slave-owners’
society,” which Stalin inserted in this 1938 textbook on political economy. It
described Roman society as one in which the free peasantry was progressively
less able to survive the competition with the slave-workedlatifundia. An ever
larger number of ruined peasants had to sell themselves into slavery, thus speeding
up the process of the division of society into “two hostile camps, the slaves and
the slave-owners.” This process undermined Roman society from two angles.
Firstly, the free peasantry became disillusioned and their deplorable fate ruined
the fighting capabilities of the army, of which they made up the bulk. Secondly,
slavery, which became ever more important, was inherently a harmful system. Not
only were slaves driven to numerous uprisings, such as the one led by Spartacus.
Also, “slaves cannot serve as a reliable point of support for society. The economic
interests of society were alien to the slaves, because this was an economy of
their enemies, the slave-owners. Therefore they worked badly and did not have
any interest in the growth and improvement of production. The state interests of
society were also alien to the slaves, because this was a state of their enemies,
the slave-owners. They did not only fail to help the state in the event of serious
problems arising, but, on the contrary, they tried to use any fitting occasion to
create new problems for it.” See d.257, inserted papers. Stalin seems to have
had a special interest in this type of society. In his memoirs Shepilov (‘Vospom-
inanija’ 7, p. 10) quotes another long exposé written by the leader in 1950 in
another version of the textbook. See also Vera Tolz:Russian Academicians and
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66 Sochinenija, vol. 1 [XIV], pp. 275–277.
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74 Ibid., vol. 13, p. 106. See also vol. 1 [XIV], p. 11.
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(1952), p. 55. In 1952 Stalin remarked that his 1938 claim of complete corre-



306 E. VAN REE

spondence between the productive forces and the productive relations in the USSR
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