FOREWORD TO THE FIFTH EDITION

This little book represents an episode in the fierce
struggle inside (and outside) Marxism between the
dogmatists and the critique of dogmatism. This
struggle is not over; it goes bitterly on. Dogmatism is
strong, it can call on the force of authority, of the
State and its institutions. Moreover, it has advant-
ages: it is simple and easily taught; it steers clear of
complex problems, this being precisely the aim and
meaning of dogmatism; it gives its adherents a feel-
ing of both vigorous affirmation and security.

When this book was written, almost twenty-five
years ago now [1961], official or ‘institutional’ Marx-
ism was already veering towards a systematic philo-
sophy of Nature. There was a tendency to look on
philosophy, in the name of the ‘positive’ sciences and
especially physics, as a framework in which to bring
together the results of these sciences and so obtain
a definitive picture of the world. Among the ruling
circles, under the influence of Stalin and Zhdanov,
there was a desire to merge philosophy with the
natural sciences in this way by ‘basing’ the dialec-
tical method on the dialectic in Nature.

Why this systematization? Today, although not
everything is yet clear, we are beginning to see and
know better what took place:

1. A deep mistrust prevailed (it still does) with
regard to Marx’s early writings. The ideological
authorities in the Marxist and communist workers’
movement feared ~ not without cause — that Marx’s
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thought would be understood quite differently if these
newly published works were read. As politicians,
operating in accordance with those methods of poli-
tical action and organization which they practised,
they forestalled them; they made their dogmatism
more rigid so as to protect it against the impact
and preserve it.

At the precise moment when hitherto disregarded
concepts were being rediscovered (alienation, praxis,
the total man and social totality, etc.), and when
those who had read the young Marx were clearing
the way for the rediscovery of Hegel, the dogmatists
were moving in an opposite direction. They became
more contemptuous than ever of Hegel and Hegelian-
ism, they rejected Marx’s early writings as being
tainted with idealism and as having preceded the
formulation of dialectical materialism, they drew a
line between Marx and his predecessors and another
between the so-called philosophical and so-called
scientific works in the Marxian corpus, they fetish-
ized certain texts by Stalin, especially the notorious
theoretical chapter in the History of the Communist
Party of the US.S.R,, etc.

2. From this there evolved a simplified Marxism
and materialism, reduced to a recognition of the
practical and material world ‘as it is’, without addi-
tion or interpretation. Its methodology also con-
tracted. In spite of explicit ‘classic’ passages in Marx,
Engels and Lenin, the official Marxists contested the
validity of formal logic, as having come from Aris-
totle and from the ideological ‘superstructures’ of
ancient or medieval society. Henceforth the laws of
the dialectic could be taught as laws of Nature, by
leaving out the mediation of logic and discourse and
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thus passing over the problems which this mediation
poses.

It is interesting to note that this simplified on-
tology of material Nature followed other simplifica-
tions no less unwarranted. For quite a long period —
that of the great economic crisis of 1929-337 and its
aftermath - Marxism had been reduced to a single
science: political economy. It had become an econo-
micism. The dogmatists of this persuasion cheerfully
rejected the other sciences of the human reality:
sociology, as being tainted with reformism, and psy-
chology, as being irredeemably bourgeois. Within
this simplification regrettable factions had already
appeared: one which subjected theory to the de-
mands of the practical instruction of the young,
another which subjected it to the imperatives of the
political situation of the moment. Theory was turned
either into an ideological tool or into the superstruc-
ture of a particular society. It was deprived of any
depth, in the interests of a utilitarianism at once
constricted and robust. Thus, during the period when
specifically economic problems were uppermost
(crises in capitalist countries and the start of planning
in the U.S.S.R.), economicism flourished.

7. But there is another, worse, aspect to this trans-
formation of Marxism into a philosophy of Nature:
it was a massive exercise in diversion. While they
were holding forth about waves and corpuscles and
the ‘continuous-discontinuous’ objective dialectic and
debating these ‘freely’, the crucial issues were being
lost to view. What was really at stake was no longer
in the forefront of people’s minds, which had been
led as far away as possible, into the depths of Nature
and cosmological speculation. Stalin and the Stalinists
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were adept at employing these diversionary tactics.
The ‘Democratic Constitution’ was solemnly promul-
gated in 1936, after the murder of Kirov (we now
know, thanks to N. Khrushchev, that it was Stalin
who instigated this), at precisely the same moment
as the terror was being unleashed. The systemization
of dialectical materialism into a scientific philosophy
of Nature dates from the same period and pursues
the same objective: to hide the real theoretical and
practical problems.

It is perfectly possible to accept and uphold the
thesis of the dialectic in Nature; what is inadmissible
is to accord it such enormous importance and make
it the criterion and foundation of dialectical thought.

4. For many and obscure reasons institutional
Marxism refuses to listen to talk of alienation. It
either rejects the concept or accepts it only with
reservations and provisos. The dogmatists see it
merely as a staging-post in Marx’s thought, quickly
superseded on the one hand by his discovery of
dialectical materialism as a philosophy and on the
other by his formulation of a scientific political
economy (Capital). To them it seems misguided to
bring back the concept of alienation, independently
of any idealist systemization, so as to make use of
it in the critical analysis of ‘reality’ and incorporate
it in the categories of the social sciences (especially
sociology). Or so at least they pretend. Why? Ob-
viously for political reasons which are both short-
term and short-sighted. We cannot confine the use of
the concept of alienation to the study of bourgeois
societies. It may enable us to uncover and criticize
numerous forms of alienation (of women, of colonial
or ex-colonial countries, of work and the worker, of
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‘consumer societies’, of the bourgeoisie itself in the
society it has fashioned in accordance with its own
self-interest, etc.), but it also enables us to uncover
and criticize ideological and political alienations in-
side socialism, particularly during the Stalinist period.
Institutional Marxists choose to reject the concept so
as to avoid such risks and blunt its cutting edge.

There is no need to stress that I was not fully
aware of these related problems when I wrote this
book. Nevertheless, it takes as its axis the dialectical
movements within the human and social reality. In
the foreground it places the concept of alienation, as
a philosophical concept and an analytical tool, not
the dialectic in Nature. It ignores the systematized
philosophy of the material object. The concluding
and fundamental chapter, ‘The Production of Man’,
rejects popular economicism and sociologism as well
as the stress that has been laid on non-human materi-
ality. Which is to say that, as it stands, it is tainted
only very slightly with dogmatism, and that the
author does not hesitate to allow it once again, with
all its weaknesses, to be read and criticized.

The fact remains that today we can and must re-
read Marx with fresh eyes, especially the early works,
which it is wrong to call ‘philosophical’ since they
contain a radical critique of all systematic philo-
sophy. ‘The becoming-philosophy of the world is at
the same time a becoming-world of philosophy, its
realization is also its destruction,” Marx wrote at the
time when he was drafting his doctoral thesis on The
Philosophy of Nature in Democritus and Epicurus.
In this thesis he shows that there is a dialectical
movement inside each of the philosophical systems
he examines — a dialectical movement in their mutual
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contradiction, and finally, in each of them, the ob-
jectification of a particular form of consciousness
which can be defined only through its relation to the
real world and the social praxis in that real world
(in this case Greek society). Philosophy as such, as
the constantly renewed and constantly misleading
attempt to systematize and to formulate a satisfac-
tory image of man or of human satisfaction, disin-
tegrates. It is right to take what it proposes into
account but only in order to realize it, a realization
which poses new problems.

In what was almost the very next thing he wrote
Marx sets out to take critical stock of Hegelianism
and shows how this perfect systemization disinte-
grates. Two attitudes or camps resulted from this in
Germany. One wanted ‘to abolish philosophy without
realizing it’, as being a theoretical formulation of
man’s achievement, the other thought that ‘philo-
sophy could be realized without abolishing it’, as
being a merely theoretical and abstract formulation
of man, his freedom and his achievement. The mis-
sion of the proletariat in Germany, but not only in
Germany, was above all to transcend philosophy,
that is to realize it by abolishing it as such. ‘Just as
philosophy finds its material weapons in the pro-
letariat, so does the proletariat find its intellectual
weapons in philosophy ... Philosophy is the head of
this emancipation, the proletariat is its heart. Philo-
sophy cannot be realized without the abolition of the
proletariat, the proletariat cannot be abolished unless
philosophy is realized.’ [M]

Marx never returned to this theory of the trans-
cending of philosophy as such, taken, that is, in its
entire development, from the Greeks to Hegel, either
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to refute or reject it. In modern-day terms, which
are not those of Marx, we can say that for him philo-
sophy was of a programmatic nature. It has provided
and still does provide man with a programme or, if
one prefers, a project. This programme or project
must be brought face to face with reality, that is
with the praxis (social practice), a confrontation
which introduces new elements and poses problems
other than those of philosophy.

This theory was integrated into Marxism, since
Marx’s thought proceeded by way of successive ex-
tensions or integrations to wholes, or (partial) totali-
ties which were increasingly extensive as well as
increasingly close to the praxis. No element or
‘moment’ is lost. In particular, the moment of the
radical critique and of negativity (which includes the
critique of religion, philosophy and the State in
general) finds a place in this development and is not
resorbed in the interests of a pure and simple ‘posi-
tivity’. Marx’s thought therefore cannot be reduced
either to the positivist attitude which sends philoso-
phy back into a past that is over and done with, or
to the attitude of those who perpetuate philosophical
system-building.

At a time when dogmatism is crumbling and dis-
solving, the early writings of Marx become of the
first importance. They enable us to reinstate the prob-
lems raised by his ideas and by Marxism, problems
which are still fundamentally our own ones.

HENRI LEFEBVRE
Paris
December 1961
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I

THE DIALECTICAL
CONTRADICTION

Formal logic seeks to determine the workings of the
intellect independently of the experimental, and
hence particular and contingent, content of every
concrete assertion. Formalism is justified by the re-
quirement of universality. Formal logic studies purely
analytical transformations, inferences in which
thought is concerned only with itself. The only value
which any definite assertion has for the logician is
as an example to teach by; these examples or pre-
texts are interchangeable. Once posited, thought
moves within itself, with a minimum of content, ever
ready to rid itself of this content and never acquir-
ing any new content; it thus runs no risk of error.
This formal thinking obeys only its pure identity
with itself: ‘A is A. If A is B and B is C, then A is
C. ‘In formal logic the movement of thought seems
to be something separate, which has nothing to do
with the object being thought,’ says Hegel. [GP]

If this independence of content and form were
attained it would either forbid the form being applied
to any particular content, or else allow it to be
applied to any content whatsoever, even an irrational
one. Moreover, is it conceivable that there should be
two completely separate logics, the one abstract, a
logic of pure form, and the other concrete, a logic of
content? In point of fact formal logic never manages
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to do without the content; it may break a piece
off this content and reduce it, or make it more and
more ‘abstract’, but it can never free itself from it
entirely. It works on determinate judgments, even if
it does see their content simply as an excuse for
applying the form. As Hegel points out, a completely
simple, void identity cannot even be formulated.
When the logician who has just posited ‘A’ posits
‘not-A’, and asserts that ‘A is not not-A’, he is adopt-
ing the form of negation without having justified it;
he is thus positing the ‘other’ of A, the difference or
non-identity, and is even positing a third term, ‘A’,
which is neither ‘plus A’ nor ‘minus A’. The term
‘not-A’ is posited only to vanish, but in this way
identity becomes a negation of the negation, a dis-
tinction within a relation. Therefore the logical prin-
ciples (of identity and non-contradiction) are not
purely analytical. Moreover, as soon as we posit a
determinate judgment (for example: the tree is
green) we are positing ‘A is B’; we do not remain
within the identity and formal repetition, but intro-
duce a content, a difference, in relation to which
formal identity is also a difference. [WL II]

On the one hand formal logic is always related to
the content, and thus preserves a certain concrete
significance; on the other it has always been linked
to a general assertion about that content, that is to
an ontology, or a dogmatic and metaphysical theme.
Logical theories of the real, as Hegel remarks ironic-
ally, have always been much too soft-hearted to-
wards things, they have busied themselves rooting
out contradictions from the real only to carry them
over into the mind and there leave them unresolved.
The objective world thus comes to be made up ulti-
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mately of isolated and immobile facts, of essences,
substances or parts, which are external one to an-
other. These essences are what they are, the theory
of identity having been applied unreservedly, and
that is all that can be said about them.

Most often the logic of identity has been linked
with the metaphysic of Being.' Identity is seen not
as a pure form but as an internal, essential and ob-
jective property of Being. From the identity within
thought we can move on to objective identity, which
characterizes the existence of every real substance.
Being ~ and each being - is identical to itself and
thus defines itself. Identity is therefore taken as both
form and content: its own content. This aspect of
Aristotelianism (the most abstract and least profound
perhaps, if it is true that Aristotelianism was also a
theory of the individuality of every concrete being)
was isolated and developed by later philosophies. Up
till Leibniz the western mind was engaged on an
heroic but vain attempt to extract the content from
the form, to pass logically from thought Being to
existent Being, that is to deduce the world.

The relationship between content and form in for-
mal logic is therefore ill-defined and debatable. Formal
logic preserves both too much and too little content.
This content is one-sided, it is in point of fact re-
ceived, then separated, immobilized and metaphysic-
ally transposed. The logico-metaphysical postulate is
precisely the same as that of the ‘magical’ mentality :
the relationship between form and content is seen

! It is sometimes bound up with a metaphysical atomism
(Diihring), with a theory of spiritual structure (Husserl) or
an ontology of sensation (physicalism of the Vienna School),
but it is never free of a dogmatism which realizes a limited
part of the content.

II
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as a participation. Formal identity becomes a schema
of identification in this ‘magical’ sense. Formal logic
does not achieve its aim when it is turned against
magical doctrines and mysticisms, it does not really
transcend theories that are devoid of rational rigour
and so remains on their level.

It leaves open an essential problem, and poses an
exigency: how are the form and content to be
united? Since formalism fails to do this, should we
not reverse the order and go from the content to the
form instead of from the form to the content?

Formal logic has involved rational thought in a
series of conflicts. The first is a conflict between
rigour and fruitfulness. In the syllogism (even if it is
not totally sterile) thought is rigorously coherent only
if it keeps within the repetition of the same terms.
It is well known that the induction which enables us
to move on from facts to laws is not a rigorous one.
Every fact, everything that is established experimen-
tally, introduces into thought an element that is new
and hence without necessity from the point of view
of logical formalism. The sciences have developed
outside formal logic or even in opposition to it; but
then, if science is fruitful it does not start from neces-
sary truths, nor follow a rigorous development. Logic
and philosophy remain outside the sciences, or only
follow after them, in order to establish their specific
methods; they contribute nothing of their own. Con-
versely, the sciences are external to philosophy, either
below or above it, and their methods of discovery
have nothing to do with rigorous logic. The scientist
proves that thought is mobile by advancing into
knowledge, but the philosopher gets his revenge by
calling into question the value of science. The con-
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flict between rigour and fruitfulness spreads, giving
rise to the problem of knowledge and of the value
of science.

Secondly, if Being is what it is and never any-
thing else, if every idea is either absolutely true or
false absolutely, the real contradictions between ex-
istence and thought are excluded from thought.
What, in things and in consciousness, is diverse and
fluid is relinquished to the dialectic in the old sense
of the term: to imprecise argument and to the games
of the sophist or the advocate, who can please him-
self whether he pleads for or against. If thought is
defined by identity, then it is also defined by immo-
bility. Hence a fresh conflict develops between the
structure of the understanding and mobility, between
the coherence of clear thinking and the different
polarities and shifting forces of actual experience.
Reason is located outside the real, in the ideal. Logic
becomes the concern of a fictive being, pure thought,
for whom the real will seem impure. Conversely, the
real finds itself being rejected and handed over to
the irrational.

When Hegel set out on his philosophical career
he found Reason, which is thought in its most highly
developed form, profoundly rent by these internal
conflicts. Kantian dualism had aggravated them to
the point where they became intolerable, by deliber-
ately dissociating form from content, thought from
the ‘thing-in-itself’, and the faculty of knowing from
the object of knowledge. Hegel's purpose was to re-
solve these conflicts, and to repossess, in their move-
ment, all the elements of philosophical thought and
of the mind, which had reached him in a state of
dislocation and dissension.

3



DIALECTICAL MATERIALISM

This aim in itself embraced the method and the
central idea of Hegelian doctrine: the consciousness
of an infinitely rich unity of thought and reality, of
form and content, a necessary unity, implied in
thought’s internal conflicts, since every conflict is a
relation, yet one which has got to be fought for and
determined by transcending the ‘one-sided’ terms that
have come into conflict.

At the time when Hegel was being born to the
life of the mind, great events (the Revolutionary
period, great national wars, the Napoleonic period;
as well as the growth of science and of the historical
spirit, the break-up of feudal society and the appear-
ance of a new civilization) were making it necessary
to draw up a vast balance-sheet of culture, to attempt
a ‘synthesis’ of all these diverse elements.

As far as the search for a method was concerned,
the problem facing Hegel was many-sided. In the first
place, the art of argument and controversy had to
be integrated with precise thinking. Argument is
inconclusive and uncertain unless it is directed by a
mind already sure of itself. But argument is also
free and alive, moving in the midst of theses and terms
that are diverse, fluid and contradictory. There is a
good side to the scepticism to which endless argu-
ment leads: it shows that ‘when, in any proposition
whatsoever, one isolates its reflexive aspect, it is
necessarily revealed that the concepts have either
been transcended or else that they are linked in such
a way as to contradict one another ... [ED] Scepti-
cism is useful in that it introduces the negative ele-
ment into thought, it ‘dissolves’ the limited and
contradictory representations that the understanding
(which has the fundamental power of ‘positing’ an
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assertion) always tends to posit as absolutes, by
bringing them into collision with each other. The
understanding takes itself to be the absolute, whereas
it is only a limited, momentary and, so to speak, pro-
visional power;.it is thus involved in antinomies. The
‘right’ scepticism criticizes and destroys common
dogmatism.

In a real-life argument there is something true in
every idea. Nothing is wholly or ‘indisputably’ true,
nothing is absolutely absurd or false. By comparing
theses thought spontaneously seeks a higher unity.
Each thesis is false in what it asserts absolutely but
true in what it asserts relatively (its content); and it
is true in what it denies relatively (its well-founded
criticism of the other thesis) and false in what it
denies absolutely (its dogmatism).

But this dialectic must be uprooted from sophistry,
which tends out of pure vanity to break up what is
true and solid and leads to no conclusions save that
of the vanity of the object treated dialectically.
[WL III] Sophistry accepts unfounded presupposi-
tions, it oscillates between Being and Nothingness,
between the true and the false taken in isolation. ‘We
give the name of dialectic to that higher movement
of the reason in which these absolutely separate
appearances pass into one another ... and in which
the presupposition is transcended.” [WL I] Once it is
linked to a precise consciousness of the movement of
thought the dialectic takes on a new and higher mean-
ing. It becomes a technique, an art and a science: a
technique of argument controlled and orientated from
within towards a rational coherence; an art of analys-
ing the multiple aspects and relations of words and
things, without destroying their essence; a science

15



DIALECTICAL MATERIALISM

which releases whatever is true in all the contradic-
tory ideas between which the common understanding
oscillates.

Hegel next needed to rescue logic, the definite form
by means of which thought contains something solid.
To achieve this he had to find the link between the
form and a reality both fluid and diverse, and, con-
sequently, to transform the form of traditional logic.
He needed to start not from this form but from the
content, that ‘rich content’ which was so diverse and
contradictory but which had already been worked
on through thousands of years of human activity.
The task was feasible; this content ‘is already thought,
universal thought’, since it is both consciousness and
knowledge. The form of logic is part of it, in fact it
is that element of it which has been most fully
developed.

In Hegel’'s philosophy the human Mind therefore
proposes to repossess all its ‘objective products’
[E §572] in every sphere: art, religion, social life,
science and history. It seeks to raise them to their
most conscious form — the form of a concept - by
transcending everything which divides and disperses
the content, or externalizes it in relation to rational
thought. This content is given, consisting as it does
of multiple representations : desires, material objects,
impressions or intuitions, Nature, human experience.
From this ‘raw material’ the notions that are ‘im-
mersed’ in it have got to be extracted. The content
was substantial, but outside thought, while rigorous
thought remained motionless and empty. We must,
says the Phenomenology, ‘tear away the veil from
substantial life’ and raise it to the highest degree of
rationality.

16
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To this end Reason itself must be defined by the
movement of thought which challenges, unseats and
dissolves particular assertions and limited contents,
which passes from one to the other and tends to
dominate them. Thus the dialectic, the immediate
relation between thought and its diverse, fluid con-
tent, is no longer outside logic. It is integrated with
logic, which it transforms by transforming itself. It
becomes the life and internal movement of thought:
both content and form. ‘The understanding deter-
mines and perseveres in its determinations; reason is
dialectical because it dissolves the determinations of
the understanding; it is positive because it produces
the universal and includes in it the particular,” says the
Introduction to the Greater Logic. Hegelianism
thus raises itself to the highest consciousness, to the
unity of the discursive understanding and the reflec-
tive reason, to intelligent reason and rational under-
standing.

There is no object in which a contradiction cannot
be found, that is two necessary and conflicting deter-
minations, ‘an object without contradictions being
nothing more than a pure abstraction of the under-
standing, which maintains one of these determina-
tions with a sort of violence and conceals from
consciousness the contrary determination that con-
tains the first one ... ’ [E §89] In this way the nega-
tive moment, which sophistry, scepticism and the old
form of dialectic isolated and turned against logical
thought, finds its place and its function. It expresses
the movement of the content, ‘the immanent soul of
the content’” which is transcended, no element of it
being self-sufficient or able to remain enclosed within
itself.
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The negative is equally a positive; whatever is
contradicted is not reduced to a zero, to an ab-
stract nothingness, but essentially to the negation
of its particular content; in other words such a
negation is not a complete negation but the nega-
tion of the determinate thing which is being
dissolved, and therefore a determinate negation.
The result, being a determinate negation, has a
content; it is a new concept, but higher and
richer than the previous one, having been en-
riched by its negation or, in other words, its
contrary; it contains the other but is also more
than the other, it is their unity ... [WL I]

It is the dialectic of the content which causes it to
progress.

Kant had opened up a new path for logic. He had
drawn a distinction between analytical judgments
(formally rigorous but sterile) and synthetic judg-
ments (without which thought can advance but only
by acknowledging a contingent fact). He was seeking
to demonstrate the existence of judgments which
were both fruitful and rigorous, and necessary with-
out being tautologous: synthetic a priori judgments.
In synthesis he had already hoped to find the prin-
ciple of unity between rigour and fruitfulness. But
he saw his synthetic a priori judgments as pure,
empty forms, separated from their content, as instru-
ments of cognition indifferent in relation to their
subject-matter, as subjective in relation to the object
— as still conforming therefore to traditional formal-
ism. According to Hegel this dualism must be trans-
cended.

If they are developed (and profoundly modified)
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Kant’s ideas prove infinitely fertile. They turn into
a new logic. Hegel did not discover contradiction; he
insists on the fact that all thought and all philosophy,
even when it opts for one of the opposed terms by
striving to reduce or exclude the other, moves
amongst contradictions. The ‘dialectical moment’,
that expedient of the mind which finds itself obliged
to move from a position it had hoped was definitive
and to take account of something further, thereby
denying its original assertion, is to be found every-
where, in every age, although not properly elucidated.
Hegel discovered the Third Term, which results once
any determination has been enriched by its negation
and transcended; it is produced rigorously whenever
two terms are in contradiction, yet it is a new
moment of Being and of thought.

Hegelian Reason proceeds completely rigorously,
by determining the third term whenever there is an
internal contradiction. It thus brings into being the
determinations and categories of thought. The syn-
thesis ceases to be an a priori one, immobilized, fixed
and come from who knows where. The Kantian table
of categories was both formal and empirical, and
Kant attached these categories arbitrarily to the unity
of transcendental apperception, to the abstract ‘T,
without having demonstrated their necessary and in-
ternal unity. Hegel will strive to demonstrate the
immanent unity of the categories and to produce
them, from a starting-point purified from every for-
mal or empirical presupposition; he will generate
them out of a wholly internal movement of the mind,
a rigorous yet progressive sequence in which each
determination emerges from its predecessors by way
of opposition and resolution - by a synthesis.
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The notion of the Third Term reacts decisively on
the notion of contradiction, which ceases to be an
absurdity, a hesitation and an oscillation or confusion
of thought. The ‘necessary’ conflict between finite
determinations is ‘brought to light’; the relation be-
tween the contradictory terms is lucidly established.
In the content and the form of thought, movement
has an antagonistic structure. The Becoming passes
through the conflicting terms, confronts each of them,
on its own level and in its own degree, with its
‘other’, which is in conflict with it, and finally trans-
cends their opposition by creating something new.

Nothingness is, but only relatively, within Being
itself, within each being and each degree of Being,
as its ‘other’ or specific negation. The thought of
Nothingness in general is merely the thought of Being
in general, Being as isolated or ‘in-itself’, which is
instantly seen to be void and insufficient. Being is
not, non-Being is; they are by virtue of each other.
In thought as in reality they pass into one another
all the time, and are thus set in motion and enter
into the Becoming, or ‘Being which remains in itself
within Nothingness’. The Becoming in general is the
Third Term, born from the contradiction whose first
term is Being stripped of all content and hence with-
out presuppositions. This unity is attained through a
synthesis and yet it is an analysis or deduction, be-
cause it posits what had been implied in the notion.
[E §88]

Conversely, the Becoming in general is primary,
determinate existence, the primary and concrete, of
which pure Being and Nothingness are the abstract
moments. The Becoming is a becoming of something,
of a being; and within the Becoming nothingness is
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the end of whatever is, a passing and transition into
something else; it is a limit and a passing away as
well as a creation, a possibility and a birth. Once
they are joined dialectically abstractions regain the
concrete, and return into that fluid unity which had
been broken by the abstractive understanding. There
is nothing in heaven or earth which does not contain
within it Being and Nothingness. [WL I] The end of
a thing, its limit, the term towards which it tends
by virtue of its inner nature, hence also its ‘beyond’,
all form part of that thing. ‘The being of a finite thing
is to have in its inner being as such the seed of its
passing away; the hour of its birth is also the hour
of its death.” [WL II]

For the assertion posited initially and immediately,
every negation is thus the start of fresh determina-
tions. In Being and in thought negativity is creative,
it is the root of movement and the pulse of life. No
reality can remain ‘in itself’, that is isolated and de-
tached, protected from the Becoming and immobile
in the possession of Being — its own being. Every
determinate existence is a relation: ‘A determinate,
finite being is a being necessarily related to another
being; it is a content in a necessary relation with
another content, with the whole world ...’ [WL II]
Each determinate existence is thus involved in the
total movement and obliged to emerge from itself. It
is what it is, yet at its very core it has the infinite
within it. In its determination it is a being determined
not to be what it is, i.e. not to remain what it is.
[WL II] The ‘other’, the second term, is equally as real
as the first, it is on the same plane, at the same level
or degree of reality and in the same ‘sphere’ of
thought. It negates, makes manifest and completes the
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first term, by expressing its one-sidedness. The two
terms act and react on each other; to call a halt is
impossible. The negation negates itself, and this by
virtue of its internal relation with the assertion, be-
cause it is ‘another’ assertion and because an assertion
is a negation. Within the Third Term the first term
is found again, only richer and more determinate, to-
gether with the second term, whose determination
has been added to the first determination. The Third
Term turns back to the first term by negating the
second one, by negating therefore the negation and
limitation of the first term. It releases the content of
the first term, by removing from it that whereby it
was incomplete, limited and destined to be negated,
or that whereby it was itself negative. Its one-sided-
ness is thus surmounted and destroyed. To negate
this one-sidedness is to negate the negation and posit
a higher determination. The contradiction which
thrust each term beyond itself, uprooting it from
its finitude and inserting it into the total movement,
is resolved. The Third Term unites and transcends
the contradictories and preserves what was determin-
ate in them. Unity triumphs after a period of fruit-
ful discord. The first term is the immediate one, the
second is both mediated and mediator; the Third
Term is immediate by virtue of the mediation having
been transcended, and simple by virtue of the differ-
ence having been transcended.

The transcending is a fundamental determination
occurring everywhere ... Whatever is trans-
cended does not thereby become nothing.
Nothingness is immediate, whereas a term that
has been transcended has been mediated; it is a
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non-being, but only inasmuch as it is a result
arising from a being; it still has within it there-
fore the determination from which it arose.
This word (aufheben) has two meanings; it
means to ‘keep’ or ‘preserve’ as well as to ‘put a
stop to’ ... [WL I]

The thought of Nothingness is thus simply the still
abstract representation of the infinite fertility of the
universe. To hypostatize Being or Nothingness,
quality or quantity, the cause or the end, is to deny
movement. The dialectical reason transcends all the
congealed categories of the understanding; it abolishes
them inasmuch as they are isolated and thereby re-
stores to them their truth within the total movement
of reality and of thought, of the content and the
form. Quality transcended is quantity; measure (a
specific quantum) transcends quantity and unites
quality with quantity. Measure transcended is essence
or ‘Being turned away from its immediacy and its in-
different relation with others into a simple unity with
itself’. Essence transcended (for it must manifest it-
self, being the Raison d’étre, the principle of deter-
minate existence and a totality of determinations and
properties, i.e. a ‘thing’) is the Phenomenon. Once the
Phenomenon and the mutual Relation of the deter-
minations, properties and parts of the thing are
transcended, they become actuality or substantiality,
hence causality and reciprocal action. The notion
transcends reality or substantiality. The notion
transcended becomes objectivity, which is in its turn
transcended by the Idea. In transcending itself the
Idea emerges from itself and is alienated in Nature;
the aufheben of Nature is found in the subjective
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mind, then in the objective mind (morality, art, reli-
gion) and finally in absoluate Knowledge, that is, the
absolute Idea, the identity of the theoretical Idea and
practice, of knowing and productive action. [WL
111

Movement is thus a Transcending. Every reality
and every thought must be surmounted in a higher
determination which contains them as a content, as an
aspect, antecedent or element, that is as a moment
in the Hegelian or dialectical sense of that word.
Taken in isolation these moments become unthink-
able; we can no longer see how they can be distinct
when they are linked together, or different when they
are united. We cannot see how they are formed or
take up their place in the whole. Thought (the under-
standing) is referred giddily from one term to the
other until it immobilizes itself, by an arbitrary de-
cree conducive of error, in a limited position that
has been transposed into an absolute, and hence into
a fiction or error. The Hegelian dialectic seeks to re-
store life and movement to the sum of the realities
that have been apprehended, to assertions and
notions. It involves them in an immense epic of mind.
All the contradictions of the world (in which, as soon
as thought accepts contradiction instead of excluding
it, everything manifests itself as if polarized, con-
tradictory and fluid), all beings therefore and all
assertions, together with their relations, interdepen-
dencies and interactions, are grasped in the total
movement of the content, each one in its own place,
at its own ‘moment’. The network of facts, forces
and concepts becomes Reason. The content, or world,
is integrated with the Idea, likewise the whole of his-
tory. ‘The totality, the sum of the moments of reality,
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shows itself in its development as necessity.” [E §1473]

One-sided determinations — the assertions of the
understanding - are not destroyed then by the dialec-
tical Reason. Once it is no longer ‘turned against
reason’ the understanding appears in its true light.
Partial truths, finite determinations and limited asser-
tions turn into errors when they claim to be definitive,
and attempt to erect themselves above the movement.
Understood relatively and reintegrated into the total
movement as a moment, every finite determination
is true. Every truth is relative, but as a truth it is
located in the absolute and has its place within ab-
solute truth. The understanding is a movement within
the movement; it asserts, posits, negates and analyses.
At a lower level it imitates the activity of creation.

It is essential to note that Hegelian logic does not
abolish formal logic but transcends it, that it rescues
and preserves it precisely by giving it a concrete sig-
nificance.

Formal logic is the logic of the instant, of the
assertion and the object isolated and protected in
their isolation. It is the logic of a simplified world:
this table (considered independently of any relation
with the activity of creation, and leaving aside the
ravages of time) is obviously this table, while this
lamp is not that book. Formal logic is the logic of
abstraction as such. Language is subject to it, as being
a set of symbols which serve to communicate an
isolated meaning and which must keep the same
meaning during the verbal transmission. But the
moment the Becoming or activity have to be ex-
pressed, formal logic becomes inadequate. On this
point Hegel's demonstration has been borne out by
the whole of subsequent philosophy. Formal logic is
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the logic of common sense. Common sense isolates
and immobilizes qualities, properties and aspects of
things. Once the Becoming or activity is involved
it is hard-pressed and takes refuge in phrases like ‘in-
asmuch as’ or ‘in this respect’, that is ‘it accepts re-
sponsibility for one thought so as to keep the other
one separate and true ... ’ [P]

Dialectical logic transcends static assertions but it
does not destroy them. It does not reject the prin-
ciple of identity, it gives it a content.

Being is Being. The universe is one. The force of
creation is the same throughout the universe. The
Essence, in its manifold manifestations and appear-
ances, is unique. The principle of identity expresses
this inner uniqueness of the world and of each being.
A stone, inasmuch as it is, is what it is; likewise
thought. But the identity we have just expressed is
still only abstract, because the stone is not the man
who thinks. [E §88] The concrete is an identity both
rich and dense, laden with determinations, and con-
taining and maintaining a multiplicity of differences
and moments. Unity, so to speak, is perpetually being
wrested out of contradiction and Nothingness.

An absolute contradiction would be absolute divi-
sion, or immediate annihilation. An absolute contra-
diction in a thing, or between thought and things,
would make any immanent activity or thought
impossible. Contradiction, like Nothingness, is rela-
tive, to an assertion, a degree of Being, or a moment
of the development. In Nature it is externality, in life
a relation between the individual and the species, etc.
For Hegel therefore, there is no question of destroy-
ing the principle of identity. Quite the reverse: every
contradiction is relative to a certain identity. Con-
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versely, unity is the unity of a contradiction. Without
a content, without multiple and contradictory
‘moments’, unity is void. But contradiction as such
is intolerable; the dialectical unity is not a confusion
of the contradictory terms as such, but a unity which
passes through the contradiction and is re-established
at a higher level. The contradiction is a tearing
asunder, an internal destruction, an uprooting of
Being from itself, a fertilization through Becoming,
annihilation and death; but the unity expresses and
determines the appearance of the new being, the
Third Term. Unity can never expel the relative nega-
tion and Nothingness from itself altogether, but to
the extent that it fights against contradiction and
triumphs, by surmounting the contradictory moments
and maintaining them within itself, then a new and
higher being is produced. The principle of identity
thus becomes concrete and alive.

The unity of contradictories exists only in specific,
concrete forms. There are different degrees of con-
tradiction — and unity. A more profound contradic-
tion manifests itself in a more profound demand for
unity. Contradiction and unity are historical, they
pass through phases. Contradiction is only ‘in-itself’
in the pure and simple destruction of the existent. In
its relation to and its struggle with unity it is deter-
mined more concretely as a difference and a differen-
tiation, as a passing of one term into the other and
an opposition (a latent contradiction), as an anta-
gonism (a contradiction whose patience is exhausted)
and, finally, as an incompatibility (the moment of the
resolution and the Transcending). The leaf, the blos-
som and the fruit form part of the tree and of its
development, yet they mark themselves off from it
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with a certain independence, which even becomes a
necessary separation once the fruit is ripe and able
to produce another tree.

From the point of view of Hegelian logic, the ques-
tion: ‘Which comes first, contradiction or identity?’
has no real meaning. All movement is contradictory
because without an immanent contradiction nothing
can move. Movement is itself a contradiction, and
the contradiction propels the movement. Unity is
fluid and a cause of movement. The Becoming there-
fore is the supreme reality, necessitating an infinite
analysis whose first moments are Being and Nothing-
ness, identity and contradiction. What we have here
is not Bergson’s duration, a Becoming without dis-
continuity and without drama, an amorphous,
abstract and purely psychological movement. Hegel’s
dialectical movement has a determinate internal
structure, a structure which is itself in motion. It is
infinitely rich in determinations and contains an in-
finity of moments. The Becoming is a whole, which
the dialectical Reason grasps in a primary intuition.
The analysis breaks up this whole, yet this analysis
can be made and is not external to the Becoming; it
is a movement within the movement, which it only
breaks up irrevocably if it believes itself to be com-
plete and posits absolute assertions. It determines
‘moments’ within the movement which are ideal, that
is abstract, but which nevertheless have a relative
reality and, inasmuch as they are transcended, return
into the composition of actuality. Each moment can
be analysed in its turn. As soon as we try to immo-
bilize it, it makes its escape, leaving its ‘other’ in its
place, a contrary moment, which is also real and also
transcended. In order to analyse a particular moment
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it must be taken by surprise in its fluid relationship
with its ‘other’. Dialectical logic is therefore both a
method of analysis and a recreation of the move-
ment of the real, through a movement of thought
which is capable of following the creative Becoming
in its twists and turns, its accidents and its internal
structure.

The normal view of analysis is that it releases,
tautologically, a predicate included in the subject; if
it is fruitful, as in the sciences, it breaks up this
subject and leads to an ‘element’ whose relation to
the whole remains ill-determined. In dialectical logic
the element attained by every legitimate analysis is
a ‘moment’ of the whole. The analysis dissects and
produces an abstraction, but dialectical logic gives
this abstraction a concrete meaning. The synthesis
does not exclude the analysis, it includes it. The
analysis is dialectical because it leads to contradictory
moments. The synthesis is analytical because it re-
stores the unity already implied in the moments.

Formal logic asserts: ‘A is A’. Dialectical logic is
not saying ‘A is not-A’, it is not hypostatizing the
contradiction or substituting absurdity for formalism.
It says:

A is indeed A, but A is also not-A precisely in so
far as the proposition ‘A is A’ is not a tautology
but has a real content. A tree is a tree only by
being such and such a tree, by bearing leaves,
blossom and fruit, by passing through and pre-
serving within itself those moments of its be-
coming, which analysis can attain but must not
isolate ... The blossom, moreover, turns into
fruit, and the fruit detach themselves and
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produce other trees; this expresses a profound
relationship, a difference verging on contradic-
tion ...

Formal logic says: ‘If a particular proposition is
true, it is true’; ‘No proposition can be both true and
false’; ‘Every proposition must be either true or
false.” Dialectical logic goes further and asserts: ‘If
we consider the content, if there is a content, an
isolated proposition is neither true nor false; every
isolated proposition must be transcended; every pro-
position with a real content is both true and false,
true if it is transcended, false if it is asserted as
absolute.” Formal logic limits itself to classifying ab-
stract types of syllogistic inference. Dialectical logic,
because it determines the content, has quite different
implications. The simpler determinations are found
again within the more complex ones. These deter-
minations are obtained by pursuing the analysis of
the movement as far as the moment when the con-
tent has been reduced to a minimum, and they them-
selves enter into movement once the reason has
related them to each other. They are linked together
dialectically and their movement rejoins the total
movement. They are therefore laws of movement,
guiding principles for the analysis of the more com-
plex and more concrete movements. In every con-
crete content we have to discover the negation, the
internal contradiction, the immanent movement, the
positive and the negative. Every determinate exis-
tence is, from one point of view, quality (immediate
determinability or ‘something’), and, from another,
extensive or intensive quantity, or degree. Quality
and quantity are to be found everywhere, in every
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domain, degree or sphere of Being and of thought.
Every quality or quantity is concrete, and they are
therefore joined to each other; every quantity is
qualitative, that is a specific measure. However,
quantity and quality do not merge, but vary with a
certain independence of each other; there can be
quantitative changes in the being under consideration
without any qualitative destruction. But, at a given
moment, the variation in the one reacts on the other;
a quantitative change, hitherto continuous, suddenly
becomes qualitative. (Hegel takes an example from
the Greek philosophers: a head loses its hairs one by
one, and at a given moment it is bald.) Quantity,
being indifferent in relation to determinability and
variable as such, ‘is the aspect wherein visible ex-
istence is exposed to a sudden assault and destroyed.
The concept’s cunning lies in grasping a determinate
being by the side where its quality does not seem
to be involved’, [WL I] in such a way that, for ex-
ample, the growth of a State or a private fortune may
bring about its downfall.

Changes in Being are therefore not purely quanti-
tative. There always occurs an ‘interruption in the
graduality’, a sudden and profound change, or dis-
continuity; water that is growing colder ‘all of a
sudden becomes hard’ at a zero temperature. [WL I]
Only in this way can there be ‘a coming into being
and a passing away’, that is a true Becoming. The
theory of graduality or pure continuity abolishes the
Becoming by assuming that whatever passes away
still survives, although imperceptible, and that what-
ever comes into being was already in existence, if
only in the form of a tiny seed. In the true Becoming,
the just turns into the unjust and excessive virtue
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into vice. A State which grows quantitatively (in
population or wealth) changes its nature, its structure
and its constitution; it may collapse from within,
because of the selfsame constitution which, before it
expanded, had made it strong and prosperous.

Movement is therefore a unity of the continuous
and the discontinuous, which will have everywhere
to be recovered and analysed. There is a ‘leap’, a dis-
continuity, a change of qualitative determination or
degree, and hence a transcending, whenever a quality
has reached its immanent limit, urged on, so to speak,
by quantitative changes. In order to understand or
predict the qualitative leap we have to study the
quantitative changes and determine the point or
‘nodal’ line where the discontinuity arises.

The Becoming is a continuous development (an
evolution) yet at the same time it is punctuated by
leaps, by sudden mutations and upheavals. At the
same time it is an involution, since it carries with it
and takes up again the content from which it began,
even while it is forming something new. No Becom-
ing is indefinitely rectilinear.

These ‘dialectical laws’ are the first analysis and
most general expression of the Becoming. One might
say that they sum up its essential characteristics,
without which there cannot be a Becoming, but only
stagnation or, more precisely, a ‘stubborn’ repetition
by the understanding of an abstract element. These
very general determinations of the Becoming prove
themselves to be necessary by issuing from each other
and linking themselves together into a Becoming. The
fact that there are three (‘if one wants to count
them,” says Hegel) of these dialectical determinations
is still only a superficial and external aspect of
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our mode of cognition. In itself the movement is
one.

In this Becoming of thought, by linking the cate-
gories together, the Hegelian mind ‘descends into it-
self’, grasping and absorbing its content. It grasps it
by overcoming everything which separates or dis-
perses, by destroying the negative element as such,
and by negating the negation. Mind defines itself as
the highest unity, possessing manifold aspects. As an
immanent activity and Becoming it possesses its own
movement within itself. It can posit, pass over and
transcend, and then recapitulate these successive
stages rationally. It produces its own movement by
the negation of every partial moment, but this move-
ment does not mean that it escapes from itself. Mind
is a whole, it is the total movement.

The Identity which is completely full and concrete,
and contains all the determinations, is the Idea. In
the dialectical movement it becomes ‘for-itself’ what
it had been ‘in-itself’, i.e. virtually, moments that
could be isolated and externalized, determinations
that had had to be posited in themselves and hence
negatively, so that they could then be negated and
brought back into the true infinite of the Idea. The
Idea is recovered in the content, which it has de-
ployed so as to manifest itself, and so as to make the
content explicit and concentrate it in itself. Mind and
the Idea or, to be more exact, absolute Knowledge,
are the supreme Third Term which contains and re-
solves the oppositions and contradictions of the uni-
verse. The Idea negates itself by manifesting or
‘alienating’ itself, but it negates itself in conformity
with its own nature, it remains itself in its alienation,
then recovers this nature in a multiform process.
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Law, art and religion are so many distinct domains,
so many avenues by which Mind, by absorbing into
itself an ever higher content, comes to the possession
of itself, to the Idea. Phenomenal Mind, related
to an existing object, is consciousness. ‘The science
of Consciousness is called the Phenomenology of
Mind.’ Phenomenology is a higher psychology, which
deals with ‘Mind forming itself and educating itself
in its concept’, its manifestations being ‘moments of
its giving birth to itself through itself’. The history
of philosophy and the philosophy of history retrace
the external existence of Mind, and its successive
stages. Logic, finally, is at once the richest and the
poorest of philosophical and scientific studies. It
cements the stonework of the Hegelian edifice solidly
together. It is a ‘science of thought’, thought being
itself the determinability of the content, ‘the uni-
versal element in every content’. Although it works
with abstractions dialectical logic is within Truth, it
is itself Truth. The logical movement of the concept
can be found again - specifically - in every domain
or degree.

A critique of Hegel’s dialectic

Hegel's ambition coincides with that of philosophy,
with the most secret desire of the life of the mind, seen
as expansion and dominion: to exclude nothing, to
leave nothing outside itself, to abandon and transcend
every one-sided position. It is linked with that funda-
mental appetite for Being which must be maintained,
cleansed if possible from magic, i.e. from illusion.
Hegelianism asserts implicitly that all conflicts can
be resolved, without mutilation or renunciation, in an
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expansion of Being; it asserts that in the life of Mind
there is no need for options, alternatives or sacrifices.
Innumerable conflicts are objectively experienced,
but none of them lasts for ever. Every contradiction
can be transcended in a forward leap of Mind. Hegel-
ianism remains therefore the only road a spiritual
optimism or dynamism can take if it is to be for-
mulated.

Just as much as a doctrine and a logical method,
Hegelianism represents a type of spiritual life that is
still valid. Not to aim at acquiescing too hastily to
ourselves or to the world; not to hide from ourselves
the contradictions in the world, in man and in each
individual, but, on the contrary, to accentuate them,
however much we may suffer, because it is fruitful
to be torn asunder and because, once the contradic-
tions have become unbearable, the need to transcend
them becomes stronger than any resistance on the
part of the elements that are passing away; such is
the principle of a spiritual life both sorrowful and
joyous, wholly rational and unconfused. It says ‘Yes’
to the world, but not just ‘yes’ in some blind ecstasy,
it also says ‘No’ and rejects what reveals itself to
be sterile or moribund.

Hegel knew that the conflict and division within
modern man are not an invention of the philosophers.
As he shows at the beginning of his Aesthetic, modern
culture forces man to live ‘in two worlds which con-
tradict one another. On the one hand we see man
living in the ordinary, temporal actuality of this
world, weighed down by want and wretchedness, in
thrall to matter; on the other hand he can raise him-
self up to Ideas, to a kingdom of thought and of
freedom; inasmuch as he is Will he gives himself
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laws.’” But even as he does so ‘he strips the world of
its living actuality and resolves it into abstractions.’
Thus flesh and spirit, everyday reality and thought,
real necessity and ideal freedom, actual servitude and
the theoretical power of the intelligence, the
wretchedness of concrete existence and the splendid
but fictive sovereignty of the Idea, all are in conflict.
For the past hundred years this unhappy cleavage of
the modern consciousness has done nothing but grow
more acute, until it is now intolerable.

Yet did Hegel really grasp the entire content of
human experience? Did he grasp it in its authentic
movement? Did he really set out from the content and
extract the form from it without falsifying it? Did
he really raise all the degrees and profundity of the
content to thought, without subordinating it to a
preconceived form and without turning back to the
content as immediately given?

In the first place, Hegelianism, being a system, in-
volves one essential presupposition — whereas it
claims not to admit any presuppositions at all. Is it
conceivable that the limited mind of an individual, of
a philosopher, should be able to grasp the entire con-
tent of human experience? If this content is, as Hegel
says it is, infinitely rich — such a richness or super-
abundance being alone worthy of Mind — his claim
can no longer be upheld. The content will be attained
only through the joint efforts of many thinking in-
dividuals, in a progressive expansion of consciousness.
Hegel’s own claim encloses and limits the content
and makes it unworthy of Mind.

To enclose the content of art within a series of
aesthetic definitions reduces it to an abstract form.
In point of fact, in every great work of art, each
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age and each individual grasps a new content, a new
aspect of it which surprises us; only thus can the
work of art be a unity of the finite and the infinite,
an infinite both determinate and alive. The content
develops, it becomes richer and more profound.
Mind’s life of discovery and creation did not come
to an end with Hegel. With Nietzsche, for example,
Greek art appeared in a new perspective. We have
continued to explore Nature, life and human beings;
fresh conflicts have appeared, fresh contents and fresh
problems which cannot be solved in advance. Other
topics, other social and spiritual groups are asking
to be raised to the level of the spiritual life and of
the Idea, to be uprooted, in principle and in practice,
from immediacy and necessity. Does not Nature,
which is life as given to us, spontaneously, provide
us with a content in itself infinitely rich? Hegel’s
speculative attitude is in a particularly awkward
position vis-a-vis this content; it seeks to exhaust and
define it, and introduce it into absolute Knowledge,
that is into the Hegelian metaphysic. For him the
starry heavens are no more marvellous than an erup-
tion of the skin. Error and evil are to be preferred to
the regular trajectories of the heavenly bodies or
the innocence of plants because error and evil are
evidence of the existence of Mind. In relation to the
Idea, the luxuriance of Nature, its ambivalence, its
vitality, its fantasy and its incessant generation of
new and aberrant types, are merely a form of im-
potence: ‘Nature is abstract and does not attain to
true existence.’

If Hegelianism had been able to attain and define
the entire content, what would have been left for
autonomous art and science, for future ages and for
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action? Inasmuch as it is a finished system, Hegelian-
ism leads, like traditional formalism, to a sharp con-
flict between invention and knowledge, between
fruitfulness and rigour.

Action has specific laws, whether it be a relapse
from contemplation and the inner life or, which is
more likely, a fertilization of the mind through con-
tact with the outside world or, alternatively, a dis-
tinct essence, parallel with thought and juxtaposed
with other essences, their unity being transcendent.
Whatever the case, action is a reality! It forms part
of that given existence from which the ‘magical’
mind which claims to grasp and arrest the world may
well emerge in order to hurl itself into the void but
which it can transcend only illusorily. Action is a
reality. The understanding says: ‘In order to take to
the water we must first know how to swim.” Action
resolves vicious circles, or the contradictions of static
thought. Practice is creative, it cannot be deduced
from the concept. It has its own exigencies, its own
discipline — its own logic perhaps. Since Hegel's time
the problem of action and practice has imposed itself
on philosophy, which has attempted to define the
specific categories of action, and has sometimes even
turned action against thought, by striving to con-
ceive of a pure action, action which is nothing but
action; in this way it has applied the understanding
and formalism to the new problem of action.

True, Hegel did give action a part to play; he saw
the absolute Idea as a unity of practice and know-
ledge, of the creative activity and thought. Mind
transcends the immediate; it modifies the object,
transforming and assimilating it. Action imitates the
mind, whenever one eats an item of food for ex-
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ample. Hegel's Mind feeds off the world and devours
it, causing it to disappear. But Hegel did not elucidate
action in itself, inasmuch as it comes up against an
object which it cannot cause to disappear more or
less ‘spiritually’. Hegel did not develop Kant’s analysis
of the specifically practical Reason. He determined
a concept of action, and confused action with the
thought of action. But if action has its own laws and
content how is its domain to be limited? Action pro-
claims itself: ‘Am Anfang war die Tat. Rational
thought, then, has got to be rescued, just as Hegel
tried to rescue logic, by transcending it.

Hegel was not content merely to deepen the con-
tent and make it explicit in order to attain the form,
he reduced it to thought, by claiming to grasp it
‘totally’ and exhaust it. He insists on the rigorously
and definitively determinate form which the content
acquires in Hegelianism. All the determinations must
be linked together in order to become intelligible. As
far as Hegel is concerned, these connections are not
discovered gradually, or obtained by an experimental
method; they are fixed. The sum of them, the total-
ity, forms a circle. ‘Philosophy forms a circle. What-
ever philosophy begins with is immediately relative
and must appear as a result from a different terminal
point” [PR] Any other philosophy is simply a sub-
jective feeling and contingent in relation to the con-
tent. Only a perfect systemization can guarantee the
possession of the entire content and turn philosophy
into a science.

Truth ceases to be thought of as the unity of the
form and the content, but is defined by the agree-
ment of the form with itself, by its internal coher-
ence, by the formal identity of thought. And spiritual
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freedom is not defined as a taking possession of the
content through a ‘becoming aware’, but is deter-
mined as a setting-free of Mind in relation to the
content as such - experience, life or action — by
means of the notion and the idea.

The form therefore is not criticized in terms of the
content or derived from making the latter explicit.
It is posited in terms of the exigencies of formal
rigour and the necessities of philosophical systemiza-
tion. Having asserted the primacy of the content,
Hegel declares that ‘logical thoughts are not moments
exclusive in relation to those thoughts, because they
are the absolute foundation of all things’ [E §XIV]
Thought is thus the secret source of the content. It
is only an illusion that Mind receives its content from
outside, in accordance with the unphilosophical pre-
suppositions of observation and experience. Nature
appears to be the presupposition of Mind only up
until that moment when the supreme truth, the Idea,
is determined. Nature disappears into this truth. The
movement of thought is only a turning back on itself.
‘The internal birth or becoming of substance is a
passing over into the external; inversely, the Becom-
ing of determinate Being is the internal essence tak-
ing hold of itself once again.’ The content allows itself
to be shut up in this enclosed, circular system only
because it was itself the emanation of the Mind that
posited this form. ‘The whole may be compared to a
circle containing other circles ... in such a way that
the system of these particular elements forms the
totality of the Idea.” [E §XV] It is no longer a matter
of raising the content freely to the notion, but of find-
ing in the content a certain form of the notion, posited
a priori in relation to the content: circular, enclosed
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and total in a special sense of that word, to wit as a
closed totality. Thought grasps only itself. All the
thinking subject does is to witness this development
of the Idea. The interesting thing for the other
sciences is to recover the forms of logic. [E §XIV]
And science ‘contains thought inasmuch as thought
is the thing itself, or in other words the thing in
itself, inasmuch as it is pure thought” The subject-
matter of cognition, or content, is thus determined
by the form.

More generally, Hegel's dialectical logic can be
interpreted in several ways, or rather two or even
three different movements of thought can be found
in it:

(a) The dialectic is seen as an analysis of the move-
ment. The method assumes the content; it breaks up
the unity of the Becoming only to recover it again
later. Ultimately, after an infinite analysis, the move-
ment of thought coincides with the spontaneous
movement of the world and the content.

(b) Instead of expressing and reflecting the move-
ment of the content, the dialectic produces this move-
ment. [t is not so much a method of analysis as a
method of synthetic and systematic construction of
the content.

(c) The dialectic is seen as resulting from the alien-
ation of the Idea. At the point where it starts is to be
found the potentiality of the Idea which emerges
from itself, divides, becomes ‘other’ and produces the
dialectic.

Each of these interpretations can be supported
from what Hegel wrote, but it would seem that the
second one is the most authentically Hegelian. The
Phenomenology itself, which lays so much stress on
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the content of consciousness, and on alienation and
the externalization of Mind in the world of things,
states that: ‘The content, defined more precisely ...
is Mind, which reviews itself and reviews itself inas-
much as it is Mind.’ And the final chapter of the
Greater Logic comes to the conclusion that the
method is the absolute, unique, supreme and infinite
force, which no object will be able to resist. The
method is at once ‘soul and substance’; or, more
clearly still : ‘The logical Idea is its own content inas-
much as it is an infinite form.” The absolute Idea,
released for itself, ‘has been made manifest by the
fact that, in it, the determination no longer takes the
form of a content but simply of a form.” It transcends
its positing as a content. In the absolute Idea, logic
recovers the simple unity of the starting-point: by
virtue of the mediation and of the transcending of
this mediation, immediate Being has become an Idea
which has achieved identity with itself. “‘The method
is the pure concept related only to itself; it is there-
fore that simple relation to self which is Being.’ The
concept no longer appears as external to the content,
which it had been in subjective reflection. In absolute
Knowledge the concept has become its own content.
The absolute Idea becomes a beginning for other
spheres and other sciences: those of Nature and
history. Absolute Knowledge therefore, instead of
being the final term and ’end’ of thought, can be taken
as a starting-point. Starting from the Idea we can re-
construct the world.

It is not certain whether these three interpretations
or dialectical movements are compatible. The theory
of alienation becomes oddly blurred in the Greater
Logic. Hegel wants to show that the Idea, positing it-

42



THE DIALECTICAL CONTRADICTION

self as a unity of the concept and reality, ‘is absorbed
into the immediacy of Being’, becomes Nature,
although it does not cease to be itself, simple, trans-
parent and free. ‘The transition must be understood
in this sense, that the Idea lets go of itself freely
(sich selbst entldsst), absolutely sure of itself and rest-
ing in itself.” Thus the Idea is nothing more than
infinite rest. And as it says in the last paragraph of
the Lesser Logic (which elsewhere lays so much
stress on the content), the Idea ‘resolves to deliver
itself freely of the moment of its particularity, of
the first determination of the other being’. It is rather
curious to compare these passages with those, especi-
ally in the Phenomenology (or even in the Logics),
which express the profound and disruptive activity
of infinite negativity, subjectivity, freedom and the
Transcending. ‘In so far as it is a subject, the living
substance is pure and simple negativity, a process
which divides the simple, duplicates the terms and
sets them in opposition to each other,’ says the
Phenomenology.

Hegel does not prove that this calm externalization
of the Idea releases contradictory existences and not
juxtaposed existences or essences, quite simply
external one to another. On the contrary, he accepts
religion, law and art to be distinct domains, contra-
dictory neither amongst themselves nor with philo-
sophy, and hence simply juxtaposed. Religion and
philosophy have a common content and this content
is subtracted from the development, from succession
in time. [GP,E §XX] By believing that it can grasp the
whole content Hegelianism limits the content it can
accept, accepts this uncritically and finally subtracts
it from the dialectical Becoming. In which case the
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dialectical contradiction exists only for and through
the finite, individual mind.

Sometimes Hegel posits absolute, motionless Being,
eternal self-knowledge, an objective identity which
abolishes all contradiction for ever. The philosopher
participates in this absolute Knowledge and extracts
the entire world from out of his head; the form of
identity gives birth to the content. This system is
built up like a piece of rigid architecture, made up
of superimposed triangles suspended by their apices.
Then, perhaps, Hegel feels Being starting to shudder
and elude him, so he posits a substance even stranger
and more alien than Being — Negativity. The positive
or determination is itself a negation and a participa-
tion (Mitteilung) in the negativity, which is the ‘soul’,
the ‘turning-point in the movement of the concept’,
the ‘mighty power’ of thought, which destroys and
transcends. Negativity which, inasmuch as it is an
infinite power identical with itself, is a hypostatized
negation, thus acquires a transcendent existence; it is
an absolute Nothingness of which the positive is no
more than a momentary manifestation instantly sup-
pressed. It is an active Nothingness, a mystical and
omnipresent abyss, from which all the forces of life
and matter tumble like mysterious cataracts before
falling back into it again. Negativity is infinite and
cruel, and Hegelianism becomes a subjective mystic-
ism. It might be thought of as something constructed
by the internal tempo of Mind, moving within the
eternal present, or else, as Heidegger puts it, as an
attempt at the analysis of the ‘ontological structure’
of death. The objective content vanishes.

Hegelian speculation is still steeped in ‘magical
ideas. By positing a magical participation in absolute
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Being (conceived of as knowledge and reason), it
combines the magical schema with an attempt to be
more fully rational. At the same time it is a first
metaphysic of Nothingness. It oscillates between
absolute Object and absolute Subject, between Being
and Nothingness, between Knowledge and a magical
mysticism.

Hegel's system, inasmuch as it is a system,
abolishes both contradiction and the Becoming. Con-
tradiction is reduced to a logical essence, a relation
determinable a priori which the mind automatically
meets with in every single thing; it is only an ap-
proximation to the truth, relative to the positions
adopted by our finite understanding. Being no longer
attached to the spontaneous, given movement of
thought’s content, it loses its objectivity. What we
have is no longer the concrete unity of specific
contradictions, but an absolute identity — Being
or Nothingness — posited in advance, for all
eternity.

But contradiction does not allow itself to be
destroyed by Hegel any more than by the pure
logicians; it takes an ironic revenge on him. Hegel-
ianism sought to put an end to the Becoming by see-
ing it as a Becoming and enclosing it quietly in
a circle. But it is an illusion to see the Becoming as
a quiet circle, as a resting-place for thought within
itself, or as a fulfilment of Mind. Hegel wanted to
resolve and transcend all the contradictions of the
world, but contradiction and even illogicality re-
mained inside his own system. By making it eternal
he immobilizes the reality he claims to be recon-
structing, and it is the reality of his own time: with
him the metaphysical Third Term takes on the well-
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known and very unphilosophical features of the
Prussian State.

Yet life goes on. States crumble or are transformed.
The Hegelian universe therefore is nothing more than
the world of the metaphysician Hegel, the creature of
his own speculative ambition. It is still not the world
of men, in all its dramatic reality. What answer does
it hold for the exigencies and the urgent questions of
individuals engaged in living, who seek spiritual guid-
ance and earthly salvation? Confronted by Nothing-
ness they hesitate, they would like to fight against
death and have an open future before them. Does
Hegel keep his promises?

The Phenomenology says grandiosely : ‘That which
seems to take place independently of it (matter) and
to be an activity directed against it, is its own
activity.” An unwise promise! The world is only justi-
fied if it is ‘my’ handiwork, I mean the creation of
whatever is most validly human and spiritual in me.
Hegel pledges himself to proving to me, a man-in-the-
world, that even that which causes me suffering is
the product of the human and spiritual activity in
me. He pledges himself to justify the past, the pre-
sent and the problems of the present, as the pre-
conditions for the existence and formation of my
freedom. Now, I do not recognize myself in the fictive
drama of the Idea which ‘lets itself go’ in the crea-
tion of the world, is alienated and then recovers itself
in the Hegelian system. Hegelianism is a dogma, it
demands a self-discipline, a renunciation of individual
experience and the problems of individual existence.
When the Phenomenology describes the torment of
unrealized being, I find it moving; but the cosmic
adventures of Mind are independent of us. Hegelian-
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ism does not have magic powers, it cannot efface or
justify what causes us actual suffering or hinders us
from living.

We come up against hostile forces, alien beings
and tyrannies. Is it simply an attitude of Mind which
makes these forces of destiny so oppressive and
relentless? In order to be delivered from hostility and
oppression or to give our consent to them, is it
enough simply to become aware of them ‘as such’?
Hegelianism does not provide a solution. Inasmuch
as it is a system and a dogma it reproduces within
Mind the limited relation between Master and Slave.
It is nothing more than a finite object.

Yet Hegel's ambition remains valid and coincides
with that of philosophy. A way has been opened.
Perhaps it is possible to transcend Hegelianism on its
own terms, from inside, by starting from its own
contradictions and preserving what is essential in its
mode of operation. Perhaps we must accept the ‘rich
content’ of life in all its immensity: Nature, spon-
taneity, action, widely differing cultures, fresh prob-
lems. It may swamp our minds, we may have to
explore it and study it in greater depth without being
able to exhaust it, but we must open our minds to
it. The form to which thought raises the content
must be seen as fluid and capable of improvement.
Thought must accept the contradictions and conflicts
in the content, it must determine their transcending
and their solutions in accordance with the movement
of that content, and not impose a priori and system-
atic forms on it. Little by little the Becoming will be
re-possessed through and through, in all its prodigi-
ous wealth of moments, aspects and elements. A
transcended Hegelianism will integrate and elaborate
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dialectical logic in conformity with the nature of
the dialectical movement itself, of the Becoming
taken authentically as absolute experience.

Historical materialism

This critical examination of Hegelianism matches,
in its broad outlines and its conclusions, the one
which Marx (in collaboration with Engels) undertook
between 18437 and 1859, and which led him to dialect-
ical materialism. Their lengthy inquiry into philos-
ophy, science and politics led Marx and Engels from
jurisprudence to economics, from liberalism to social-
ism, and from Hegelian idealism to a highly developed
form of materialism.

From 1844 onwards, for practical reasons and be-
cause the Prussian State seemed to him to be oppres-
sive for actual living men, Marx ceased to look on
the State as ‘the actuality of the ethical idea’. [PR
§257] Religion and philosophy cannot have the same
content, because philosophy must first of all criti-
cize that solid pillar of institutions: established
religion. ‘Every critique must be preceded by a
critique of religion.” [N] Marx was later to write that
from this time onwards he had realized ‘that juridi-
cal relations, like forms of government, cannot be
explained either in themselves or by the supposed
evolution of the human Mind, but that they have
their roots in the conditions of material existence
which Hegel ... embraces as a whole under the name
of civil society ... * From now on, therefore, Marx
will develop the content of Hegelianism (the con-
crete theory of civil society, of the ‘system of needs’
and of social relations) against Hegel’s fixed system
and its political consequences.
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The Economico-Philosophical Manuscript, which
Marx wrote in 1844, sees as essential the question:
‘Where does Hegelian logic get us?’ The Manuscript’s
answer is a remarkable formula: ‘Logic is the money
of Mind. Logic is only a part of the content, its
most elaborate, impersonal and malleable aspect, and
the one which has been most fully fashioned by in-
tellectual exchange. Within the logical categories
there remain a few traces of the content and its
movement, and abstract though these may be we can
still reconstitute the movement and recover the con-
tent. But logic is only a human value, expressed in
abstract thought, its essence having become indiffer-
ent and unreal. It forms part therefore of the ‘aliena-
tion’ of living men because, like Nature, it disregards
both him and concrete existence. How can the world
be deduced from it? And how can it be the essence
of human thought?

The theoretical and philosophical origins of dia-
lectical materialism are to be found not in Hegel's
Logics but in his Phenomenology. For Marx this was
the key to the Hegelian system. It is here that we
recover the actual content of human life, that up-
ward movement ‘from earth to heaven’. It therefore
contains the positive aspect of Hegel’s idealism. Hegel
resolves the world into ideas but he is not content
merely to record passively the objects of thought, he
seeks to expose the act of their production. [LI]
The result is that, ‘within the speculative exposition’,
he gives us a real exposition which grasps the thing
itself. [HF] Here, according to the Manuscript of
1844, Hegel considers ‘the creation of man by him-
self as a process ... * He examines the objectification
of man in a world of external objects and his de-
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objectification (his becoming aware of himself) as a
transcending of his alienation. He half sees that
labour is essentially a creative activity and grasps
that objective man — the only real man — is the result
of this creative power. According to the Phenomen-
ology the relation of man to himself and to the
human species, his realization of himself, is made
possible only by the activity of the whole of human-
ity, and presupposes the entire history of the human
race.

Unfortunately, the Phenomenology does not pro-
perly understand man’s alienation. Hegel sees an
alienation in what man realizes, the world of object-
ive products or things created by man. In the human
powers and objects that have acquired an external
form: wealth, the State, religion, which uproot man
from himself by subordinating him to his own pro-
ducts, Hegel sees a realization of Mind. In fact, Hegel
‘replaces man by consciousness’. He replaces the
whole of human reality by the Consciousness which
knows itself. ‘Hegel turns man into the man of con-
sciousness, instead of turning consciousness into the
consciousness of real men, living in the real world.’
Now, this consciousness is nothing more than Mind,
metaphysically dissociated from Nature, which is
itself separated from man and disguised as a purely
external existence. Mind (absolute Knowledge or
absolute Subject-Object) is the unity of these terms,
abstract man in a Nature metaphysically transposed.
‘When Hegel studies wealth, or the power of the
State, as essences which have become alien to human
nature, he takes them only in their abstract form;
they are beings of reason, alienations of pure thought
... This is why the whole history of alienation and
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its inverse movement are nothing more than the
history of the production of abstract thought, of
speculative, logical thought ...’

Quite rightly Hegel lays stress on the split within
man, and on his real conflicts. But ‘what passes in
Hegel as characterizing the essence of this split which
must be abolished, is not the fact that the human
essence is objectified inhumanly, but that it is objecti-
fied by being distinguished from abstract thought’.
Hegel always has in mind the abstract act of positing
something, of positing a logical assertion. He defines
this act as giving a series of abstract products and
then withdrawing from them. He poses the problem
of the ‘appropriation of the essential forces of man
which have become objects, and alien objects’, but
this appropriation takes place only in man’s con-
sciousness of himself, in abstraction. ‘In Hegel the
claiming of the objective world on behalf of man,
the knowledge of the fact that ... religion, wealth,
etc., are nothing more than the alienated reality of
man ~ the road therefore to a truly human reality -
(take on) a form such that sensibility, religion and
the authority of the State appear as spiritual essences.’
All that we find in the Phenomenology therefore, is
a ‘disguised’ and mystified critical analysis of these
essences and moments of the mind. In actual fact, it
is natural that a living, natural being should possess
the objects of his desires and of his being. These
objects are not his alienation. On the contrary, he is
‘alienated’ by not possessing them; he is alienated by
being temporarily dominated by a world that is
‘other’ even though he himself gave birth to it, and
so equally real. In this alienation man remains an
actual, living being who must overcome his
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alienation through ‘objective action’. The critique of
the Phenomenology therefore, and of Hegel’s theory
of alienation, opens the way for a positive humanism,
which has to transcend and unite idealism and
naturalism (or materialism).

The Manuscript also asserts that the dialectic in
Hegel between Being and Nothingness is suspect.
Cognition establishes the nothingness of the object,
which is precisely what unites the dialectical theory
and the theory of alienation. The object is identical
with the act of knowing: it is its alienation. The
object is a mirage, a false appearance of cognition,
which opposes itself and hence opposes Nothingness
to itself. As a relation with the object, cognition is
outside itself, although it remains itself; it has been
‘alienated’. The positive theory of man’s alienation
can but reject this dialectic between Being and
Nothingness.

In Hegel thought purports to be the whole of life.
By passing through and transcending his ‘other’
being, man claims to recover himself again in pure
Mind. Thought recovers itself in madness, inasmuch
as it is madness! The ‘alienated’ life is recognized as
the true life, in religion, in the law, in political life
and, finally, in philosophy. ‘To know and to live is
to posit oneself, to assert oneself in contradiction to
oneself, in contradiction to the knowledge and
essence of the object.” The Hegelian negation of nega-
tion is not therefore the assertion of man’s true
essence by the negation of his imaginary essence. On
the contrary, it abolishes the concrete essence and
transforms into a subject the false objectivity or
abstraction: pure thought or ‘absolute’ knowledge
without an object.
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In the Hegelian Transcending, the determinations
that have been transcended remain as immobile
moments of the total movement: law and private
property, the State, religion etc. ‘Their fluid essence
manifests itself only philosophically” A simple
thought can be overcome by a pure thought. Pheno-
menology ‘allows the material and sensible substra-
tum of the different alienated forms of consciousness
to survive’; it describes the relation between
Master and Slave, but actual slavery remains and
Hegel's freedom is purely mental. It describes the
divided mind and expresses the spiritual malaise of
the modern world but seeks to put an end to them
only in and through philosophy. Every being, every
man, thus acquires a second existence, philosophical
existence, which, for Hegel, is the only real and
authentic one. Man exists philosophically; his religi-
ous or his political existence are, in actual fact,
religio-philosophical, politico-philosophical etc. Thus
he is religious only in so far as he is a philosopher
of religion. Hegel denies real religiousness only to
immediately assert and re-establish it as an ‘allegory
of philosophical existence’. Consequently ‘this ideal
transcending leaves its object intact in reality’. Hegel
opposes non-philosophical immediacy, then accepts
its immediate reality philosophically.

The Economico-Philosophical Manuscript rejects
dialectical logic only to accept the theory of aliena-
tion, by modifying it profoundly. This position be-
came clearer during the years 1845—6, when Marx
and Engels were judging the philosophy of Feuerbach
against the humanism to which they had been led
by their own experience and by their critique of
Hegelianism. Examination of the evolution of Marx’s
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thought does not reveal a ‘Feuerbach phase’ but
rather an integration and, at the same time, a con-
tinuing critique of Feuerbach’s ideas.

The young left-wing Hegelians who were seeking
to go beyond Hegel depended on him too directly to
be able to undertake an ‘extended critique’ of Hegel-
ianism, from which they had borrowed fragments:
isolated categories, such as the consciousness of self,
for example. [DI] These young Hegelians made a
pseudo-critique of religion; they wanted to give up
theology while still remaining theologians, [DI] and
merely changed the names of things and of cate-
gories, replacing Hegel’s ‘substance’ or ‘subjectivity’
with ‘Man in general’, ‘the Unique’ or ‘Conscious-
ness’. They took a religious view of these categories,
and instead of analysing the representations of
religion, ‘canonized’ the world as given. Consequently
all they set out to change was consciousness, by in-
terpreting the existing world differently and thus
accepting it by virtue of this fresh interpretation.

‘Compared with Hegel, Feuerbach has little to offer’,
Marx was to write in 1865, ‘yet he marked an
epoch. Indeed, according to Marx and Engels,
Feuerbach was the only one of the young Hegelians
to have achieved anything of consequence. To the
speculative raptures of Hegel he opposed a ‘sober
philosophy’, by laying down ‘the broad principles for
any critique of Hegelian speculation and consequently
of all metaphysics’. [HF II] Feuerbach’s philosophy
annihilated the dialectic of the concept, ‘that war of
the gods which the philosophers alone can know’.
Into the foreground Feuerbach put man. He criticized
Hegel, moreover, as a Hegelian. Hegel is contradict-

!In an article on Proudhon in the Sozial-demokrat.
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ory: if mind becomes Nature and matter, then
matter becomes mind. [HF II]' Reality and truth
must be restored to Nature by using Hegel's own
methods.

Feuerbach’s great ‘feat’, Marx had already declared
in the 1844 Manuscript, was to have: (1) proved that
philosophy is only religion, logically systematized.
It must be condemned, like religion, as being a form
of human alienation. Hegel starts from alienation,
denies it through philosophy, then re-establishes it
within the speculative Idea. Speculation itself must
be transcended; (2) founded true materialism by mak-
ing man’s relation to man the fundamental principle
of any theory; (3) opposed to Hegel's negation of
negation, which declares itself to be the absolute
positive, the positive based positively on itself:
Nature, the living man, material subject and object.

But his doctrine is still a restricted one. He reduces
man to the isolated, biological and passive individual,
and hence still to an abstraction. Feuerbach’s ‘man’
is still only the individual member of the bourgeoisie,
and a typically German one at that. [DI] Feuerbach
leaves out of account what in man is activity, com-
munity, co-operation, or relation between the indi-
vidual and the human species, that is practical,
historical and social man. He ignores therefore actual
concrete man, for ‘the human being, man’s being, is
a complex of social relations’. [DI]

Feuerbach’s humanism is therefore based on a
myth: pure Nature. Nature and the object seem to
him to have been ‘given for all eternity’, in a mysteri-
ous harmony with man which the philosopher alone

1See also Feuerbach: Grundsdtze der Philosophie der
Zukunft.
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can perceive. The object is posited as an object of
intuition, not as a product of the activity of society
or praxis. Feuerbach’s Nature is that of the virgin
forest or of an atoll recently arisen in the Pacific
Ocean. His materialism is therefore, in one essential
aspect, inferior to Hegel's idealism: the latter had
started from man’s activity and, actually, if one-
sidedly, had attempted to elucidate and elaborate this
activity. Hegel saw that man is not given biologic-
ally, but produces himself in history, through life in
society, that he creates himself in a process.
(M 1844]

Feuerbach’s materialism remains one-sided and
contradictory. For him, human activity, in so far as
he examines it, is theoretical and abstract. Man is
seen as a material object, not as sensible activity, and
his sensibility does not appear as a productive
potentiality. Feuerbach therefore has not broken away
from that scholastic philosophy which poses the
question of the existence of things and the value of
thought independently of practice. [DI] In such a
materialism, inspired by that of the eighteenth
century, the thought, needs and ideas of individuals
are explained by education, but this explains noth-
ing, because the educators themselves need to have
been educated. [DI]

Feuerbach shows that religion is an alienation of
the secular or profane world. But how has it come
about that this profane world should have been thus
duplicated and projected into the clouds? It must
itself be divided, split and unconscious of itself.
Feuerbach does not explain alienation historically,
by starting from the life of the human species. For
him religious feeling is simply a sort of fixed and
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fatal error of the isolated individual, cut off from the
species. He does not see it as the product of a par-
ticular social situation. His humanism is therefore
restricted to the contemplation of isolated individu-
als in contemporary society. Now, this society is
itself only a form of the alienation that has got to be
transcended. The world must be transformed, not
merely interpreted anew.

It is true that Feuerbach puts himself forward as
a ‘community man’, but what practical significance
can this formula have? [DI] He seeks to show that
men always have need of one another, therefore all
he wants to produce is a ‘proper awareness of an
existing fact’. All he sees in the human are spontane-
ous and affective relationships, he never grasps the
social world ‘as the total, living activity of the indi-
viduals who comprise it’. [DI] Feuerbach idealizes
love and friendship, as if they were improved by
being religious! He locates them outside the real,
within the ideal and the future. He cannot rise above
an abstract conception of man, of human alienation
or of the transcending of this alienation.

And yet ‘from the fact that Feuerbach showed the
world of religion to be an illusory projection of the
earthly world, a question was posed for German
philosophy which he himself did not resolve: how
do men get such illusions into their heads? Even for
the German theorists this question opened the way
for a materialist conception of the world’. [DI] In-
stead of seeking to understand or construct Being
and beings without presuppositions, this conception
observes ‘the material presuppositions as such’. For
this reason it is truly critical.

In point of fact, real individuals, their actions and
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their conditions of existence, both those that they are
given and those they create, can be observed empiri-
cally. The mode of production of life is a mode of
life of individuals. Individuals are according to how
they produce their life. ‘Consciousness does not
determine life, life determines consciousness.’ [DI]
We must start from man as both actual and active
and from the actual process of living (which is con-
tinued and reproduced every day) and represent the
ideological reflections and echoes of this process.

If man is to attain to consciousness, at least four
pre-conditions or presuppositions are necessary: (a)
production of the means of subsistence; (b) the pro-
duction of fresh needs, the first one having been
satisfied and its instrument acquired; this constitutes
the ‘first historical fact’ and separates man from
animality; (c) the organization of reproduction, that
is of the family; (d) the co-operation of individuals
and the practical organization of social labour. [DI]
Consciousness is therefore, right from the start, a
product of society, and it remains so. To start with,
consciousness was simply animal and biological, a
‘herd-consciousness’. Subsequently it has become real
and effective, especially with the division of labour.
However, the moment there is a division of labour
into material and spiritual, the moment conscious-
ness exists for itself, it is able to imagine itself as
being something other than the consciousness of the
existing praxis. It loses sight of its own pre-condi-
tions. The new-born reflection of the conscious indi-
vidual breaks up the social totality at the precise
moment when this totality is developing and expand-
ing but also when, with the division of labour, any
activity is no longer anything more than a frag-
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mentary one. Thus do ideological fantasies become
possible. Moreover, the division of labour assigns pro-
duction and consumption to different individuals.
‘Division of labour and property are identical expres-
sions” The community comes into conflict with
individuals. In the end ‘the power proper to man be-
comes an alien power which opposes and subjugates
him instead of being controlled by him’. Each man
is confined to his own sphere, he is the prisoner of
his own activity, subjected to a totality he can no
longer comprehend. ‘This reification of social
activity and of our product into a power which
escapes from our control, which disappoints our
expectations and reduces our calculations to dust, is
one of the principal moments of historical develop-
ment.” This is the actual alienation of actual men,
whose most notable forms are slavery, the class war
and the State. The State is an ‘illusory community’,
but based on existing connections: it intervenes in
the class-war as a referee, by claiming to represent
the general interest, whereas it really represents the
interests of the social group which wields the politi-
cal power.

This alienation of man can be transcended, but
only under practical conditions. It must have grown
‘intolerable’ by confronting ‘the masses deprived of
property with an existing world of wealth and
culture’; and this assumes a high degree of develop-
ment of human potentialities. Otherwise the aboli-
tion of alienation could only universalize privation,
instead of wealth, abundance and power.

The German Ideology, therefore, indicates the
fundamental theses of historical materialism. Set in
motion by the philosophical investigation of the
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problem of alienation and led on by a desire to make
humanism more profound and more concrete, histori-
cal materialism integrates and transcends the philo-
sophy of Feuerbach. It takes as its starting-point the
most philosophical of Hegel's theories: the theory
cf alienation. It integrates this theory by profoundly
transforming it. The creation of man by himself is
a process; the human passes through and transcends
moments that are inhuman, historical phases that
are the ‘other’ of the human. But it is practical man
who creates himself in this way. By transposing it,
Hegel had expressed the essence of the historical pro-
cess. Feuerbach had indicated the real subject of this
process, but, oddly enough, only by reducing the scope
and extent of Hegel’s theory. Historical materialism,
clearly expressed in the German Ideology, achieves
that unity of idealism and materialism foreshadowed
and foretold in the 1844 Manuscript.

Once it has been formulated, historical material-
ism turns against the philosophy from which it had
issued, against Hegelianism, against Feuerbach,
against philosophy in general. The philosophical
attitude is contemplative. Such an attitude is a mutil-
ated and one-sided one, and a distant consequence of
the division of labour. Now, philosophy comes pre-
cisely to this conclusion, that the truth is to be
found in totality. Thereby it condemns itself, since
philosophy cannot be the supreme, effectual, total
activity. The true is the concrete; philosophical ab-
stractions have hardly any actual effect. There is
no immobile absolute, no spiritual ‘beyond’. The pro-
positions of the perennis philosophia are either taut-
ologies or else acquire a definite meaning only
through some historical or empirical content. ‘To
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raise oneself above the world through pure reflection
is, in reality, to remain imprisoned in reflection.” [DI]
True, concrete universality is based on the praxis.
Materialism seeks to give thought back its active
force, the one which it had before consciousness be-
came separated from work, when it was still linked
directly with practice. The act which posited human
thought and made man separate from the animals, and
from Nature was a fully creative act, even though
it has led to a split within the human reality. The
total power of creation must be recovered, at a
higher level. Historical materialism fulfils philosophy
by transcending it. It takes the — supremely philo-
sophical — decision not to be misled by the illusions
of successive epochs and to create a truly universal
doctrine. The three requirements of philosophy -
efficacy, truth and the universality of its ideas ~ can-
not be met on the philosophical plane. Speculation
must be transcended. ‘Independent philosophy loses
the medium of its existence (Existenzmedium) when-
ever we imagine reality. In its place can come only a
summary of the most general results of the study of
the historical development.” [DI] ‘We must ignore
philosophy and set ourselves as ordinary men to the
study of the real, for which there exists an immense
subject-matter that the philosophers naturally know
nothing of.’ Philosophies were ‘ideologies’, that is
transpositions of the real, ineffectual and one-sided
theories, unaware of their own pre-conditions and
content, always putting particular interests forward
as universal ones by the use of ‘reified’ abstractions.
The materialist conception of history

starts from the material production of immedi-
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ate life and consists in developing the actual
process, in seeing the basis of history to be the
form of relations linked to the mode of produc-
tion and created by it (civil society in its various
degrees), in expressing this form in its action as
a State, in using it to explain the products and
forms of consciousness, religion, philosophy,
morality etc. ... The environment shapes man
and man shapes his environment. This sum of
productive forces, capitals and social relations,
which each individual and each generation meet
with as a datum, is the true substratum of what
the philosophers have pictured as ‘substance’ or
‘human essence’; this substratum is not in the
least disturbed by the fact that the philosophers
have rebelled against it as being ‘consciousness
of self’ or ‘unique’ ... [DI]

The German Ideology also contains a theory of the
concrete individual, whose target was Stirner’s ab-
stract individualism. For Marx and Engels, aliena-
tion, ‘to use a term the philosophers can understand’,
is not a metaphysical notion. The alienation of man
in general is only an abstraction. ‘Under the name of
Man the philosophers have imagined, as an ideal, the
individual who is no longer subject to the division
of labour.” They have expressed the contradiction
between the actual human condition and men’s needs
abstractly. [DI] The historical and social process
which leads from primitive animality to the era of
freedom and plenty must be studied empirically.
Alienation is one aspect of this process. Up till now
there has been, and there still is, a ‘reification’ of
social relations with respect to individuals. Individu-
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als alone exist; they are not ‘uniques’, the same every-
where, with rigid and necessary relations between
them, but real beings, at a particular stage of their
development, joined to each other by relationships
that are complex, concrete and fluid. These individu-
als can live and develop only within the life of the
human species, within the specifically human life,
that is within a community. Today they must ‘sub-
jugate’ the alienated and ‘reified’ powers in actual
practice, so that these can be reintegrated into the
community and into the lives of the individuals freely
joined to that community. In particular they must
transcend the division between the purely individual
life of the individual (his ‘private’ life) and that part
of his being which is subordinated to the life of
society, to specialization, to the group of which he
forms part (his class) and to the war he wages against
other individuals (competition). Hitherto, in societies
divided into classes, personal interests have developed
in despite of persons ‘into class interests which acquire
independence vis-a-vis individual persons and, in their
autonomy, take on the form of general interests,
and as such come into conflict with actual individu-
als’. [DI] These interests seem to individuals to be
superior to their own individuality, and within such
a framework personal activity can but be alienated,
solidified or reified (sich versachlichen) into mech-
anical operations external to that person. It is as if
there existed within individuals a power whose rela-
tionship to them is external or contingent — a series
of social forces ‘which determine individuals, control
them and seem to them to be sacred’. These are the
habits and forms of behaviour which the indi-
vidual believes to be the most profound thing
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about him and which in fact come to him from
his class.

Stirner did not grasp that the general interest and
‘private’ interest, the historical process and the actual
alienation of the individual, are two aspects of the
same development. Their opposition is only moment-
ary, relative to a particular state of society: its
division into classes. One of these aspects is con-
stantly being produced, fought against and repro-
duced by the other. This phase of history has got to
be transcended, not in the kind of unity found in
Hegel but ‘in the materially conditioned destruction
of a historical mode of existence of individuals'.
[D1]

The isolated individual, Stirner’s ‘Unique’, is an
abstraction, just like ‘Man in general’. But the fully
developed individual, in harmony with the life of
the species and the specific content of human life,
the free individual in a free community, is not an
abstraction. This concrete and complete individual
is the supreme instance of thought, the final aim of
man’s activity.

Abstract individualism leads to a paradoxical
result.

Selfishness that is in harmony with itself trans-
forms each man into a secret police state. The
spy Reflection watches over every movement of
mind and body. Every action, every thought,
every vital manifestation becomes a matter for
reflection, that is for the police. Selfishness that
is in harmony with itself consists in the tearing
asunder of man, who is divided into natural
instinct and reflection (into creature and creator,
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an internal plebs and an internal police force) ...
[D1]

In this way middle-class or lower-middle-class selfish-
ness interposes the mathematics of self-interest be-
tween itself and everything else, every desire and
every living being.

Human needs are plastic and go on multiplying,
which is an essential form of progress. We live in a
natural and social environment which allows us to
act and satisfy ourselves ‘multilaterally’. It is in any
case absurd to believe that an individual life can be
fulfilled in the form of a single passion, without satis-
fying the whole individual. It is just such a passion
which becomes isolated and abstract in character, or
‘alienated’; ‘it manifests itself in respect of myself as
an alien power ... The reason for it is not in con-
sciousness but in Being ... in the vital, empirical
development of the individual’. [DI] The individual
thus mutilated develops absurdly. For example,
thought becomes his passion; he becomes involved
in a monotonous reflection on himself which leads
him to declare that his thought is his thought. Now,
as an explanation of thought this is untrue, but it is
only too true as far as this particular individual is
concerned; his thought is only his thought.

In the man whose life embraces a wide circle of
diverse activities and practical contacts with the
world, who leads a many-sided life, thought has
the same characteristic of universality as the
other manifestations. Such an individual does
not become fixed as abstract thought, nor does
he need the complicated detours of reflection in
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order to get from thought to some other vital
manifestation.

On the other hand, with a teacher or writer

whose activity is restricted on the one side to an
arduous job and on the other to the pleasures of
thought ... and whose links with the world are
reduced to a minimum as a result of his
wretched circumstances, it is inevitable that, if
he still feels the need to think, his thought should
become as abstract as himself and his life; it
will become an unvarying force which, once set
in motion, makes it possible for him to enjoy
a fleeting pleasure and salvation.

The alienation or, to be more precise, the ‘reifica-
tion’ of man’s activities is therefore a social fact and
also an internal fact, exactly contemporaneous with
the formation of the inner or ‘private’ life of the
individual. A psycho-sociology of alienation is poss-
ible. We are alienated individuals. All our desires are
by nature brutal, one-sided and erratic. They arise
haphazardly, infrequently and only when stimulated
by some elementary physiological need. And they
are brutal in their externalization, repressing other
desires and dominating thought itself. The individual
may even take a mutilated, one-sided form of activ-
ity as his ‘vocation’, and so be completely led astray
and despoiled. Both within and around him the con-
tingent is in control, he is a ‘victim of circumstances’.
Hitherto freedom has meant simply the opportunity
of profiting from chance.

Although certain individuals may see it as a voca-
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tion or moral obligation to take action against this
state of affairs, such action cannot be purely moral.
We have got to achieve a new stage of civilization
and culture and enable man to realize his potentiali-
ties by altering the conditions of his existence. What
is needed is a new ‘creation of power’. [DI] Stirner’s
moral revolt against the existing order, against the
social and the ‘sacred’ in all its forms, is nothing
but the canonization of the vague discontent of the
lower middle classes. [DI] Only the modern prole-
tariat, which experiences privation, alienation and
reification to the full, can will the transcendence of
alienation practically (i.e. on the plane of the social
praxis, or politically).

The meaning of life lies in the full development of
human possibilities, which are constricted and para-
lysed not by Nature but by the contradictory, class
nature of social relations.

Dialectical materialism

In the 1844 Manuscript, the German Ideology and
all the other writings of this period, Hegel’'s Logic
is treated with the utmost contempt. Marx and Engels
are unsparing in their attacks on this ‘esoteric
history of the abstract mind’, alien to living men,
whose elect is the philosopher and whose organ is
philosophy. The effect of Hegel’s logic is for the son
to beget the father, the mind Nature, the concept
the thing and the result the principle. [HF]

The Poverty of Philosophy (1846~7) contains pass-
ages particularly hostile towards this Hegelian
method, which reduces ‘everything to the state of
logical category, through abstraction and analysis’.
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A house becomes a body, then space, then pure
quantity. ‘All we need to do is leave out of account
every distinctive characteristic of the different move-
ments and we arrive at a purely abstract, purely
formal movement, at the purely logical formula of
movement.” We then imagine that with this logical
formula of movement we have discovered the abso-
lute method which explains both movement and
things. ‘Every object having been reduced to a logical
category, and every movement, every act of produc-
tion to the method, it follows that every combination
of products and production, of objects and move-
ment, is reduced to an applied metaphysic.” Hegel’s
method quite simply abolishes the content, by ab-
sorbing it into the abstract form, into Mind and pure
Reason. ‘What therefore is this absolute method?
The abstraction of movement ... the purely logical
formula of movement or the movement of pure
reason. What does the movement of pure reason con-
sist in? In positing itself, opposing itself, composing
itself and formulating itself as thesis, antithesis and
synthesis, or alternatively in asserting itself, negat-
ing itself and negating its negation.” The dialectical
movement (the duplication of every thought into two
contradictory thoughts, positive and negative, yes
and no, and the fusion of these thoughts) gives rise
to groups or series of thoughts and then to Hegel’s
whole system. ‘Apply this method to the categories
of political economy and you have the logic and
metaphysic of political economy or, in other words,
the economic categories which are common know-
ledge translated into a language that is very uncom-
mon knowledge,” which makes it seem as if they had
been freshly hatched in the head of the thinker and
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as if it were by virtue of the dialectical movement
alone that they formed a sequence in which one
gives birth to the next. Thus, for Hegel, everything
that has ever happened, the whole philosophy of
history ‘is nothing more than the history of philo-
sophy, and of his particular philosophy’. He believes
he is constructing the world in the movement of his
thought, whereas he is only systematizing and
arranging with his abstract method thoughts that are
in everyone’s heads. [MP 1II]

Hegel's dialectic therefore appears to have been
damned once and for all. Marx’s first accounts of
economics (especially The Poverty of Philosophy)
purport to be empirical. The theory of social contra-
dictions implied in the Manifesto of 1848 is inspired
by humanism and by ‘alienation’ in the materialist
sense of the term rather than by Hegelian logic. The
division of society into classes — social inequality -
can be abolished only by those whose material and
spiritual ‘deprivation’ is so profound that they have
nothing left to lose.

As yet, therefore, dialectical materialism did not
exist, one of its essential elements, the dialectic, hav-
ing been explicitly rejected. Historical materialism
alone had been formulated, whose economic element,
invoked as the solution to the problem of man, trans-
forms and transcends philosophy. In their struggle
to grasp the content — historical, social, economic,
human and practical ~ Marx and Engels eliminated
formal method. The movement of this content in-
volves a certain dialectic: the conflict between
classes, between property and deprivation, and the
transcending of this conflict. But this dialectic is not
linked to a structure of the Becoming which can be
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expressed conceptually. It is seen as being given
practically and verified empirically.

Also at this stage Marx’s economic theory had not
yet been fully worked out, let alone systematized.
All that had appeared were fragmentary and polemi-
cal statements of it. For Marx the economic cate-
gories were the result of an empirical verification.
They remained separate from each other and, as yet,
ill-defined. (The Poverty of Philosophy confuses
labour and labour-power.) The theory of surplus-
value, surplus production and crises (together with
its political consequences) was not to be worked out
until after the economic crises of 1848 and 1857.

We have to wait until the year 1858 to find the
Hegelian dialectic being mentioned for the first time
non-pejoratively. ‘I have been making some jolly dis-
coveries,” Marx wrote to Engels on January 14th,
1858. ‘I have thrown overboard the whole theory of
profit as it has existed up until now. I have been
greatly helped in working out my method because,
purely by chance (Freiligrath found some volumes
of Hegel which had belonged to Bakunin and sent
them to me as a present) I have been browsing
through Hegel's Logic again. When the time comes
to resume this sort of work, I shall very much want
to publish two or three papers which will render the
rational element of the method which Hegel both
discovered and turned into a mystery accessible to
common sense.” On February 1st, 1858, Marx drew
Engels's attention to the Hegelian pretensions of
Lassalle. ‘He will learn to his cost that it is not the
same thing to bring a science to the point where it
can be stated dialectically, and to apply an abstract,
ready-made system of logic.’
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From this correspondence it follows that the dia-
lectical method was rediscovered and rehabilitated
by Marx at the time when he was beginning work
on the Critique of Political Economy and Capital.
His elaboration of the economic categories and their
internal connections went beyond empiricism and
attained the level of a rigorous science — then took
on the form of a dialectic.

An important article by Engels (which appeared
in 1864 in the Peuple of Brussels) on the ‘Contribu-
tion to the Critique of Political Economy’, indicates
very precisely the two elements of Marx’s mature
thought. The materialist conception of history
asserts that the conditions men live under determine
their consciousness and that

at a certain stage of their development the
material forces of production come into conflict
with the existing relations of production ... Hav-
ing been up until this time a form of develop-
ment of the forces of production, these relations
of property are transformed into obstacles ... A
form of society never passes away before all the
forces of production it may contain have been
developed; superior relations of production are
never substituted for this form before the condi-
tions for their existence have been incubated in
the heart of the old form of society. This is why
humanity never sets itself problems it cannot
solve ... (From the preface to the ‘Contribution’)

The other element of Marxian thought, Engels goes
on, is the Hegelian dialectic, which is the answer to
‘a question which in itself had nothing to do with
political economy’, to wit the question of method
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in general. Hegel’s method was unusable in its specu-
lative form. It started from the idea and we must
start from the facts. However, it was the only valid
element in the whole of existing logic. Even in its
idealist form the development of ideas ran parallel
to the development of history.

If the true relations of things were reversed and
stood on their heads, their content would still
pass into philosophy ... Hegel was the first to try
and show a development in history, an inner law

. Marx alone was capable of extracting the
kernel from Hegel's Logic ... and of re-establish-
ing the dialectical method, freed from its idealist
wrapping, in the simple form where it becomes
the exact form of the development of ideas. In
our view, the elaboration of the method under-
lying Marx’s critique of political economy is a
result hardly any less important than the fun-
damental conception of materialism.

The dialectical method thus came to be added to
historical materialism and the analysis of the econ-
omic content, once this analysis had been sufficiently
developed to allow and demand a rigorous scientific
expression. The dialectical method, worked out first
of all in an idealist form, as being the activity of the
mind becoming conscious of the content and of the
historical Becoming, and now worked out again,
starting from economic determinations, loses its ab-
stract, idealist form, but it does not pass away. On
the contrary, it becomes more coherent by being
united with a more elaborate materialism. In dialec-
tical materialism idealism and materialism are not
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only re-united but transformed and transcended.

‘This method starts from the simplest fundamental
relations we can find historically, in actual fact, that
is economic relations.” [Art. Cit.] This passage answers
certain simplistic Marxists as well as most critics of
Marxism in advance: economic relations are not the
only relations but the simplest ones, the ones found
again as ‘moments’ in complex relations. As currently
interpreted, dialectical materialism looks on ideas,
institutions and cultures — on consciousness — as a
frivolous and unimportant superstructure above an
economic substance which alone is solid. True
materialism is quite different; it determines the prac-
tical relations inherent in every organized human
existence and studies them inasmuch as they are con-
crete conditions of existence for cultures or ways of
life. The simple relations, moments and categories are
involved, historically and methodologically, in the
richer and more complex determinations, but they
do not exhaust them. The given content is always a
concrete totality. This complex content of life and
consciousness is the true reality which we must attain
and elucidate. Dialectical materialism is not an econ-
omicism. It analyses relations and then reintegrates
them into the total movement.

The very fact that these are relations implies the
existence of two opposed elements. Each of these
elements is considered in itself, and from this
examination stems the kind of their mutual rela-
tion, of their action and reaction on each other.
Antagonisms will be produced requiring a solu-
tion ... We shall examine the nature of this
solution and shall see that it was obtained by
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means of the creation of a new relation, whose
two conflicting terms we shall have to develop.’
[Art. Cit.]

Although Marx never followed up his plan of ex-
pounding his dialectical methodology — and although
he did not use the words ‘dialectical materialism’ to
describe his doctrinie — the elements of his thought
are undeniably those conveyed by this term. One can
understand why he should have stressed the dialecti-
cal form of his account of economics with a certain
‘coquetry’ as he himself puts it (in the preface to the
second edition of Capital), having previously come
down so hard on all ‘metaphysics of political
economy’.

His method ‘does more than differ from Hegel’s
method in its fundamentals, it is the direct opposite
of it’. Ideas are only things transposed and translated
into the heads of men. The Hegelian dialectic has got
to be turned inside out if we are to discover the rational
kernel beneath the mystical envelope. [K, I, 48]
The dialectic is a ‘method of exposition’, a word to
which Marx gives a very powerful meaning. The ‘ex-
position’ is nothing less than the complete reconsti-
tution of the concrete in its inner movement, not a
mere juxtapositioning or external organization of the
results of the analysis. We must start from the con-
tent. The content comes first, it is the real Being
which determines dialectical thought. ‘The object
of our method of inquiry is to take possession of
matter in its detail, to analyse its various forms of
development and to discover its inner laws. The
analysis therefore determines the relations and mo-
ments of the complex content. Only then can the
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movement of the whole be reconstituted and ‘ex-
posed’. When the life of the content is reflected in
ideas ‘we may imagine that we are dealing with an
a priori construct.’ In a general way ‘the concrete is
concrete because it is the synthesis of several deter-
minations, multiplicity made one. In thought it
appears as a process of synthesis, as a result and not
as a starting-point, although it is the true starting-
point.’ [KPO] The analysis of the given reality, from
the point of view of political economy, leads to
‘general abstract relations’ : division of labour, value,
money, etc. If we confine ourselves to the analysis
we ‘volatilize’ the concrete representation into ab-
stract determinations, and lose the concrete pre-
supposed by the economic categories, which are
simply ‘abstract, one-sided relations of an already
given concrete and living whole’. This whole must
be recovered by moving from the abstract to the
concrete. The concrete totality is thus the conceptual
elaboration of the content grasped in perception and
representation; it is not, as Hegel thought, the pro-
duct of the concept begetting itself above perception
and representation. ‘The whole, such as it appears in
our brain as a mental whole, is a product of this
thinking brain, which takes possession of the world
in the only way open to it,” that is by scientific study.
The actual datum can therefore remain always pre-
sent as content and presupposition.

Hegel had made a distinction between the cate-
gories — determinations of thought in its immediate
relation with objects, intuitions, observations and ex-
periences — and the concept, whose science for him
was logic. According to Hegel the concept had a far
greater importance and truth than the categories:
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the truth of the categories came to them from the
concept, since they recur in the latter’s systematic
inner movement. The materialist dialectic necessarily
gives the categories an essential role to play. They
have their own truth in themselves, without needing
to be attached to the concept in general and its purely
logical development. There are specifically economic
categories, which result from the relations between
the mind and the content, the economic object. Yet
the passages quoted above from the Introduction to
The Critique of Political Economy see the categories
as abstractions. The analysis would thus lead to rela-
tions essential to the study of the content in question
but which would have no existence or truth in-
dependently of the whole. What then is the relation
of the category to the whole and to the concept of
this whole? Is there an economic abstraction, result-
ing from the subjective application of reflection to
the specifically economic facts? How can we recon-
stitute a concrete whole with elements that have no
truth or reality?

It would seem that between starting work on The
Critique of Political Economy (1857-9) and Capital
(1867) Marx worked out his conception of the dialec-
tic still more thoroughly. The categories are abstract,
inasmuch as they are elements obtained by the ana-
lysis of the actual given content, and inasmuch as
they are simple general relations involved in the
complex reality. But there can be no pure abstraction.
The abstract is also concrete, and the concrete, from
a certain point of view, is also abstract. All that exists
for us is the concrete abstract. There are two ways in
which the economic categories have a concrete, ob-
jective reality: historically (as moments of the social
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reality) and actually (as elements of the social objec-
tivity). And it is with this double reality that the
categories are linked together and return dialectically
into the total movement of the world.

An object, a product of practical activity, answers
to a practical need; it has a use-value. Under certain
social conditions (as soon as there exist sufficient
techniques, a production which exceeds the immedi-
ate needs of the producers, means of communication,
etc.) the object is involved in exchanges. What pro-
ducers are doing when they exchange an object can
be described in different ways: psychologically,
sociologically, economically. As far as the economist
is concerned these producers, without being aware of
it, are conferring on the object a second existence
very different from its materiality. The object enters
into new social relations, which it helps to create.
This second social existence is abstract yet real. The
material object alone exists, yet its value is dupli-
cated, into a use-value and an exchange-value. These
two aspects of value are never completely separate,
yet they are distinct and contrary. In and through
exchange, producers cease to be isolated; they form
a new social whole. The exchange of commodities
tends to put an end to anatural, patriarchal economy.
In relation to individuals this new social whole func-
tions as a superior organism. In particular, it imposes
on them a division and distribution of labour in con-
formity with the sum of the forces of production
and the requirements of society. Henceforth pro-
ducers and groups of producers, in each branch of
production, must work in accordance with social
demand. If the production of a particular group does
not correspond to a demand, or if the productivity
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of this group falls too far below that of society in
general, it is automatically eliminated by its competi-
tors. Society thereforedistributes its total labour-power
amongst the different branches of production with a
certain blind and brutal inevitability. The law of equi-
librium of this market society emerges brutally from
the general contradiction between producers — their
competition. The process which duplicated value into
use-value and exchange-value also duplicated human
labour. On the one hand there is the labour of living
individuals, on the other social labour. Use-values and
the labour of living individuals are qualitative and
heterogeneous. Exchange value and social labour are
quantitative. This quality and quantity are connected
yet distinct, and interact on one another. Exchange-
value is measured quantitatively : its specific measure
is the currency. Quantitative labour is a social mean,
wherein all the qualitative features of individual la-
bour vanish bar one, which is common to all forms
of labour and makes them commensurable and com-
parable: every act of production demands a certain
length of time. The labour of individuals returns into
the social mean by virtue of the labour-time it repre-
sents, the objective and measurable period of time it
requires. The labour-times of individuals are added
up and the total time a society devotes to production
is compared with the sum of its products. In this
way a social mean is established, which determines
the average productivity of the society in question.
Then, by a sort of reversal, each individual’s labour-
time and each product is evaluated — as being an
exchange-value — as a fraction of the mean social
labour-time (social labour-time, which is abstract and
homogeneous, is not to be confused with the un-
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qualified labour of the individual; many critics have
made this mistake). Nobody works out this social
mean, which arises objectively, spontaneously and
automatically from the comparison (equalization) of
the individual labour of competing producers. The ex-
change-value of a product (and the currency is one
of these products) is measured by the quantity of
social labour it represents. The duplication of value
into use-value and exchange-value therefore develops
into a complex dialectic, in which we find once again
the great laws discovered by Hegel: the unity of
opposites and the transformation of quality into
quantity and quantity into quality.

Use-value is concrete. Exchange-value, the first and
simplest of all the economic categories, obtained from
the analysis of the actual economic content, and a
starting-point for that movement of thought which
seeks to reconstitute the concrete totality, is an ab-
straction. Yet it is also concrete. With its appearance
history has entered on a new phase, and economic
development on to a higher level. Exchange-value
was at the starting-point of an eminently concrete
process: the market economy, which appeared, a
qualitative result of a quantitative increase, once the
number of producers of commodities and exchanges
had increased. Immediately it was formulated, this
category reacted on its own pre-conditions, reshap-
ing man’s past, pre-forming the future, and playing
the role of destiny. It is neither the mechanical sum
nor the passive result of the activity of individuals.
This activity produces and reproduces it, but the
category is something quite new and necessary in
relation to individual contingencies; it controls these
contingencies and arises out of them as their global
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and statistical mean.! Individuals alone had seemed
concrete, then suddenly, faced by the social object -
the market with its inexorable laws — to which they
are subject and which exerts a ‘force of circumstance’
over them, they are nothing more than abstractions.

Yet between living individuals there exist only
living relations — acts and events. But these become
interwoven in a global result or social mean. Once
launched on its existence the Commodity involves
and envelops the social relations between living men.
It develops, however, with its own laws and imposes
its own consequences, and then men can enter into
relations with one another only by way of products,
through commodities and the market, through the
currency and money. Human relations seem to be
nothing more than relations between things. But this
is far from being the case, or rather it is only partly
true. In actual fact the living relations between in-
dividuals in the different groups and between these
groups themselves are made manifest by these rela-
tions between things: in money relations and the
exchange of products. Conversely, these relations
between things and abstract quantities are only the
appearance and expression of human relations in a
determinate mode of production, in which individuals
(competitors) and groups (classes) are in conflict or
contradiction. The direct and immediate relations of
human individuals are enveloped and supplanted by
mediate and abstract relations which mask them. The
objectivity of the commodity, of the market and of
money is both an appearance and a reality. It tends
to function as an objectivity independent of men;

! See Hegel : Wissenschaft der Logik, bk. I1I; Engels: Dia-
lektik und Natur.

8o



THE DIALECTICAL CONTRADICTION

men (and more especially economists) tend to believe
in a reality independent of the relations objectified in
the abstractions, commodity and money. ‘I call this
Fetishism, which is attached to the products of labour
as soon as they are produced as commodities and
which is consequently inseparable from the produc-
tion of commodities.” [K I] Fetishism is both a mode
of existence of the social reality, an actual mode of
consciousness and human life, and an appearance or
illusion of human activity. Primitive fetishism and
magic expressed Nature’s dominance over man and
the illusory sway of man over Nature. Economic
Fetishism expresses the dominance over man of his
own products and the illusory sway of man over his
own organization and artefacts. Instead of stemming
from an ethnographic description, the new Fetishism
and fetishized life stems from a dialectical theory of
objectivity and the creative activity, of appearance
and reality, of concrete and abstract.

In the first place then, exchange-value has an his-
torical reality. At particular points in time it has been
the dominant and essential category: in antiquity, in
the Middle Ages, in the market economy. In the
modern economy it is, in itself, ‘antediluvian’, no
longer anything more than an abstraction, having
been transcended. Yet it remains the basis, the fun-
damental ‘moment’ which is perpetually being repro-
duced. But for the perpetual exchange of commodities
there could be no world market, no commercial, in-
dustrial or financial capital. And it is in modern
society that commerce — buying and selling — has
reached its greatest possible extent. Like it or not the
activity of individuals is exercised within this frame-
work, collides with these limits, and assists in the
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continual creation of this fundamental category.

Secondly, exchange-value is the very basis of the
objectivity of the economic, historical and social pro-
cess which has led up to modern capitalism. As an
essential moment of economic history, exchange-
value has accompanied the development of produc-
tion and of needs, and the broadening of human
relations. Spontaneously, men have only an indirect
and mystified awareness of this. They do not — they
cannot — recognize in the market their own handi-
work turning brutally and oppressively against them.
They believe in the absolute objectivity, the blind
fatality of social facts, which they call destiny or
providence. For many modern men, and especially
for economists, the laws of the market are absolute,
‘natural’ laws. Objects or goods have the absolute,
natural quality of becoming capital. These men
(economists or legislators) sometimes seek to influence
these laws by procedures that owe more to magic
than to science: economic conferences, speeches,
appeals to a mysterious and providential confidence.
But to get to know economic phenomena is, on the
contrary, to study their objective and substantial pro-
cess, while at the same time destroying and denying
this absolute substantiality by determining it as a
manifestation of man’s practical activity, seen as a
whole (praxis). Because the actual content, and the
movement of this content, consists in the living rela-
tions of men amongst themselves, men can escape
from economic fatalities. Once they have become
conscious of it they can transcend the momentary
form of their relations; they always have resolved and
still can resolve the contradictions of their relations
‘by practical methods, with practical energy’.
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The study of economic phenomena is not an em-
pirical one, it rests on the dialectical movement of
the categories. The basic economic category - ex-
change-value — is developed and, by an internal
movement, gives rise to fresh determinations : abstract
labour, money, capital. Each complex determination
emerges dialectically from the preceding ones. Each
category has a logical and methodological role, it has
its place in the explicative whole which leads to the
reconstitution of the given concrete totality, the
modern world. It also corresponds to an epoch, and
the general historical characteristics of the epoch in
question — the framework for events and actions -
can be deduced by starting from the category essen-
tial to it. This theoretical deduction must thus agree
with the empirical and specifically historical research
into documents, eye-witness accounts and events. The
era of the market economy was followed by that
of commercial capitalism, industrial capitalism and
financial capitalism. Each of these eras is a concrete
totality; they are linked together, mingle with one
another and are transcended. To each category there
corresponds a new degree of economic objectivity,
an objectivity at once more real and more apparent:
more real because it dominates living men more
brutally, more false because it masks men’s living
relations beneath the deployment of Fetishism. More
even than the commodity, money and capital weigh
down on human relations from outside, yet they are
only the expression and manifestation of these rela-
tions. ‘In the capital which produces interest, the
automatic fetish is perfected; we have money pro-
ducing money. Nothing at all is left of the past, the
social relation is no longer anything more than the
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relation of a thing (money or commodity) to itself...’
Marx was to write in the conclusion to his Theories
on Surplus-Value (studies intended to form the last
volume of Capital, which were collected after his
death and published in 1904).

To man’s activity capital thus appears ‘as an ob-
jective, alien and autonomous condition’. It becomes
‘something at once real and unreal, in which the liv-
ing relation is included ... It is the form of its reality.
It is in this form that it is developed, exists socially
and produces its objective consequences.

The social and historical process therefore has two
aspects that cannot be separated. On the one hand it
is an increase in the forces of production, an eco-
nomic and historical determinism - a brutal ob-
jectivity. But this objectivity is not self-sufficient, it
is not the highest objectivity, that of man’s vital
activity, consciously producing the human. We must
not be taken in by it, like the fetishists; it is only
a one-sided determination. The most objective is also
and at the same time the most abstract, the most
unreal of appearances. From another equally valid
and equally true point of view, the social process is
the alienation of living men. The economic theory
of Fetishism takes up again, raises to a higher level
and makes explicit the philosophical theory of alien-
ation and the ‘reification’ of the individual. His
activity, or the product of his activity, appears before
him as other, as his negation. The man who acts is
the positive element, grounded on itself, of the
real and of history. Apart from him there are only
abstractions. Man’s activity can be alienated only
in a fictive substance. Men make their history. It is
an illusion that the historical reality should appear
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external to living men, as an historical, economic or
social substance, or as the mysterious subject of the
Becoming. The true subject of the Becoming is living
man. Yet around and above him the abstractions
acquire a strange existence and a mysterious efficacy;
Fetishes reign over him.

The first of Marx’s great investigations into econo-
mics was ‘a critique of political economy’. If we want
to understand the fundamentals of his thought this
word ‘critique’ must be taken in its widest sense.
Political economy, like religion, has got to be criti-
cized and transcended. The ‘social mystery’ is fetishist
and religious in nature. Political economy is a three-
fold alienation of man: in the errors of economists,
who take the momentary results of human relations
to be permanent categories and natural laws; as a
science of a substantial object external to man; as
a reality and an economic destiny. This alienation is
real, it sweeps away living men; yet it is only the
manifestation of these men, their external appear-
ance, their alienated essence. For as long as human
relations are contradictory (for as long that is as men
are divided into classes) the solution of this contra-
diction will appear and deploy itself as something
external, eluding our activity and consciousness:
economic mechanisms, States and institutions,
ideologies.

‘We must rip away the veil from substantial life,’
Hegel had written, and this was the programme
which Marx was to carry out. Substantial alienation,
or reification, denies living men. But they in their
turn deny it. By knowledge and by action they dis-
perse the heavy clouds of Fetishism and transcend
the conditions that gave birth to it. Marxism is far
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from asserting that the only reality is economic
reality and that there is an absolute economic fatal-
ism. On the contrary, it declares that an economic
destiny is relative and provisional, that it is destined
to be transcended once men have become aware of
their possibilities, and that this transcending will be
the essential, infinitely creative act of our own
age.

The historical process, that abstract-concrete,
develops contradictorily. The mere separation of
exchange-value from use-value separates production
from consumption, and these two elements of the
economic process will diverge until they enter into
contradiction. The duplication of value is the most
immediate and simplest pre-condition for economic
crises, of which, in itself, it establishes the possibility.
The capitalist mode of production is particularly con-
tradictory, by virtue of ‘its tendency towards the
absolute development of the forces of production, a
tendency always in conflict with the specific condi-
tions of production within which capital moves’
[K III] The economic crisis makes manifest this con-
tradiction between the power of production (relative
surplus-production) and the power of consumption,
between the mode of production and the social con-
ditions of production. ‘Once the antagonism and
contradiction between the relations of distribution
and the forces of production have been accentuated,
then the moment of the crisis has arrived.” The
economic crisis is dialectic. It leads ‘normally’ to a
destruction of forces of production, both men and
things. Thus, after a more or less lengthy period of
ruin and upheaval, it restores the ratio between the
power of consumption and that of production. Only
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then can the economy come to life again, reproduc-
tion be extended and more capital accumulated. As
well as expressing the inner contradiction of this
society, dominated as it is by the private ownership
of the main means of production, the economic crisis
also expresses its internal unity. It restores its equili-
brium brutally and automatically; it is therefore, in
such a system, normal and even normative. It repre-
sents the ‘force of circumstance’ proper to this sys-
tem. These crises occur periodically, each one being
longer and more profound than the last, as an appar-
ently natural catastrophe; by shaking up the system
they purge and preserve it. It is not the economic
crisis that will destroy this system but the will of
men.

Social conditions today are characterized by a
dialectical inversion with regard to property. Origin-
ally property was a right based on the labour of the
person, and on his appropriation of the product of
this labour. Today it appears as the right, for those
in possession of the means of production, to appro-
priate the surplus-value, that is the labour-time that
has not been paid for. Property today is the negation
of private individual property based on personal
labour. But it necessarily gives rise to its own nega-
tion - the negation of the negation — which ‘does not
re-establish the private property of the worker, but
individual property based on the conquests of the
capitalist era: co-operation and the collective owner-
ship of the means of production produced by labour
itself. [K I]

Subjectively, the man who acts, the natural and
objective individual, also passes through a contra-
dictory process. Alienation is not a fixed and
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permanent illusion. The individual is alienated, but as
part of his development. Alienation is the objectifica-
tion, at once real and illusory, of an activity which
itself exists objectively. It is a moment in the develop-
ment of this activity, in the increasing power and
consciousness of man. The living individual is the
prisoner of outside forces, but these are his forces,
his objective content. By overcoming their externality
and integrating them, he will achieve his fullest
development. Wealth and privation, a religious out-
look and concern for man’s earthly salvation, an
abstract culture and lack of culture, political theory
and practical oppression, these have been and still
are essential contradictions which tear the human
reality apart. Yet wealth in itself is good; abundance
of goods and desires makes for a full existence; the
State is an organizing power; culture is the highest
form of consciousness and life. Fetishes have a con-
tent. Fetishism bears on the form, and to transcend
it means to discriminate between form and content,
to transcend their contradiction and reintegrate the
content into the concrete life of men. The enjoyment
of riches, organizing power, culture and the sense
of community must be reintegrated into the free
association of individuals who are both free and con-
scious of their social content.

Unity of the doctrine

The recent publication of the 1844 Manuscript and
The German Ideology has thrown a new light on the
formation and objectives of Marxian thought.

The texts in question did not reveal Marx’s human-
ism, which was already known from The Holy
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