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for too long with a poor model of revohutionary organization.t Second,
many of Lenin’s actions after 1917, especially the establishment of the
oie-party state and the undermining of the workers’ soviets, were no
model of revolutionary democracy.? Third, although I will argue below
that Lenin made a significant contribution to dialectical thinking, his
work on this issue was uneven, as seen In his crude and mechanistic
Materialism and Empirio-Criticism {£908).? These things said, one could
still appreciate the many attractive features of this gieat revolutionary
leader without in any way self-identifying as a Leninist, which in the
dominant discourse usually means an adherence to his elitist concept of
the vanguard party. )

I'would like to begin by citing a statement on Lenin by a well-known
thinker whose whole image is that of 3 humanistic, even liberal lefist,
whose life and thought, it would be assumed by many, were far removed
frow Lenin and Bolshevism. 1 refer o Erich Fromm, the noted Frank-
furt school psychologist. It may surprise the reader to learn that, in the
late x950s, Fromm wrote of Lenin as someone who was imbued with
“an uncompromising sense of truth, penetrating to the very essence of
reality, and never taken in by the deceptive surface; of an unquenchable
courage and integrity; of deep concern and devotion to man and his
future; unselfish and with little vanity or lust for power.” Fromm also
contrasted Lenin to “the veageful killer Stalin™ and the “opportunistic
conservative Stalin.” Additionally, Fromm deplored “the general habit
of considering Stalinism . . . as identical with, or at least as a continua-
tion of revolutionary Marxisr, ™4

This statement from the noted author whose books include Socialist
Humanism, Escape from Freedom, The Art of Loving, and many other
works in humanistic psychology, a man who supported both the peace
movements and the Fastern Buropean dissident movernents of the 1980s,

should give us pause. Fromm was certainly aware of the destructiveness
of the Russian Civil War of 1918-21 and the anthoritarian measures
that Lenin took during those years, but, unlike most of today’s com-
mentators on Lenie and Russia, he also saw the grandewr of the vision
of 1917. To Fromm and much of his generation, this was a revolution
that had helped to end the carnage of World War I, that had brought to
power a pro-working-class government, that had freed Jews and other
minorities from tsarism, Furope’s most jmtolerant political system, and
that had also inspired great revolutionaries such as Rosa Luxemburg to

Persistence of the
2 00?‘) _ Dialectic in Philosophy

Kevin B, Anderson and in World Politics

Today, evoking Lenin’s name in any affirmative sense usnally sounds
naive, if not jarring, even on the Left. Again and again since 1980, it has
been said that Lenin laid the ground for Stalin’s barbaric totalitarian
system, that not only his actions, but also his political ideas,_were ag-
thoritarian, crude, even violent. Again and again, it has been suggersted
that if one wishes to return to Marx, one needs to do so by creating a
cordon sanitaire around Lenin and Bolshevism. Again and again, Lenin’s
name, if it is invoked at all, is mentioned as an example of how one can
court disaster by getting caught up in “utopian® thinking.

I would argue that the proponents of such notions are themselves
guilty of naive and self-contradictory thinking; not to speak of arro-
gance. First, they fail to take account of some of the notable positive
achievements of the Russian Revolution in its early years. Second, they
fail to note Lenin’s major original contributions to political thought.
Third, they also forget the many important thinkers, still widely re-
spected and referred to today, who themselves appreciated and Tvc?e
deeply indebted to Lenin. To remember these and similar points is in
no way to avoid the needed critique of many aspects of Lenin’s life and
work. Remembering these kinds of issues is rather the precondition for
any serious (rather than caricaturing} critique of Lenin and his legacy.

Since this chapter will stress Lenin’s theoretical achievements, I
would like to state at the outset that I also see some serious weaknesses
in Lenin’s thought. First, his espousal of the leading role of the van-
guard party, a concept that cannot be found in Mazx; has burdened us
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attempt the radical transformation of Germany, an attempt that failed
when she was brutally murdered by precursors of Nazism in 1919,

Lenin, Hegel, and “Western Marxism”:
The Subterranean Relationship

None of Fromm’s Frankfurt school colleagues, even those usually con-
sidered further to the left such as Herbert Marcuse, ever voiced openly
such sentiments about Lenin. Instead, the Frankfurt school philoso-
phers, when they mentioned Lenin at ail, tended to disparage him as
crude and vulgar {Theodor Adorno} or to view him a little less dispar-
agingly but nonetheless as a precursor of Stafin, who was in funda-
mental continuity with him (Matcuse). Marcuse and Adorno never dis-
cussed Lenin’s tor4-15 Hegel notebooks.? This is extremely surprising,
given the fact that both of them wrote extensively on the relationship
of Marxism to Fegel throughout their careers. Nonetheless, this silence
on their past cannot alter the fact that they as well as the so-called
Western Marxists of the 19205~ Georg Lukscs, Antonio Gramsci, and
Karl Kogsch—were in important ways indebted to Lenin and the Rus-
sian Revolution, not least for the new impulse 1917 gave to the redis-
covery of the dialectical core of Marxism. :

Standard accounts of the history of Western Marxism and critical
theory leave out or minimize two important facts. First, at a general
level, there is the fact that Lenin wrote his most sexious work on Hegel,
the notebooks of 1914-15, nearly a decade before Lukdcs published
History and Class Conscionsness in r923. And while Lenin’s Hegel note-
boaks were not published nntil 1932 in German, some of his other post-
1914 writings on Hegel and dialectics had begun to appear in German
by the eacly rgzos. Thus, Lenin helped pave the way for Luldcs.

West German critical Marxists of the 1960s alinost never mentioned
this fact, even thongh the same people tended to extol Lukdcs and
Korsch, The dismissal of Lenin was true not only of Jiirgen Habermas
and of his students, but also of those then considered further to the ieft_,
such as Oskar Negt.5 A rare exception was Tring Fetscher’s long essay
on Marxism and Hegel that was published in 1960, in which Lenin’s
writings on dislectics were considered quite seriously.” Howeve_r, this
aspect of Fetscher’s writings had little impact. Its appearance did not
mitigate the virulent rejection of Lenin by Rudi Dutschke and other
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leaders of the West German New Left.? Even the Berlin-based journal
Das Argument, which was known for its more “orthodox” Marxism,
tended to discuss Rosa Luxemburg but not Lenin.

Second, in addition to Fromm’s essay, there is considerable specific
evidence of Lenin’s influence on Western or critical Marxism. For ex-
ample, even though he violently repudiated Lenin larer on, Korsch’s
Marxism and Philosophy, first published in 1923, the same year as His-
tory and Class Conscigusness, carried as its epigraph the following state-
ment by Lenin written in 1922: “We must organize a systematic study
of the Hegelian dialectic from a materialist standpoint.”” Yet even so
acute a philosopher as Maurice Merlean-Ponty viewed Korsch’s book
as a founding text of Western Marxism, which he contrasted to “Lenin-
ist orthodoxy.” 1@

T contrast, the Marxist philosopher Exnst Bloch, a contemporary of
Lukécs, Korsch, Marcuse, and Adarno, tied the revival of Hegel in the
twenticth century directly to Lenin. FHe noted that there was nothing
inherent i the German tradition that would necessarily have revived
Hegel, because, he wrote, “Hegel was never so pushed aside as in Ger-
maay after 1850.”% During the closing years of the nineteenth cen-
tury and the first years of the twentieth, Hegel was still being discussed
somewhat in fialy, France, and the English-speaking world. However,
Bloch suggested, the real revival came only after 1917:

" The shock before the walls of the Kremlin did more than catch up to
the shock of the Hegelian feft; the dialectic had become, instead of 2
forgotien folly, a living scandal. . . . Nonetheless, it was no longer Hegel
who was forgotten, but rather the chic ignorance of enlightened posi-
tivism. . . . Lenin renewed authentic Marxism not least by a return to
the “coge” of the Hegelian dialectic {“contradiction as the source of al
movement and life”) and through Hegelian logic itselt: “It is impos-
sible fully to grasp Marx’s Capital, and especially its first chapter, if you
have not studied through and understood the whole of Hegel's Logic.
Consequently, none of the Marxists for the past half-century has under-
stood Marxll” {Lew 38:180).% In this way, it was precisely orthodox
Marxism, as restored by Lenin, that presupposed knowledge of Hegel,
as against a velgar, schematic, and traditionless Marxism, which, like a
shot aut of a pistol, isolated Marx from Hegel, thus isolating itself from
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Surely, it was in a similar vein that Lukdcs wrote in “What Is Or_dm«
dox Marxism?,” the opening chapter of History and Class Conscious-
ness: “Orthodox Marxism, therefore, does not imply the uncriti(fai a.c«
ceptance of the results of Marx’s investigations. Jt is not the ‘belief’ in
this or that thesis, nor the exegesis of a ‘sacred’ book. On the contraty,
orthodoxy refers exclusively to method. It is the scientific conviction
that dialectical materialism is the road to truth and that its methods can
be developed, expanded and deepened only along the lines laid down by

its founders.” ¥ - -
These connections between Lenin and the Hegelian Marxism of the

192.0s have usnally been passed over by scholars of critical.theory. .
In this chapter, I want to concentrate on three points. First, Lenin’s
intellectual crisis in 1014, under the impact of World War 1.and the
betrayal of socialism, led to a profound rethinking of his earlier cate-.
gories, T will argue that his recovery of Hegel in his nc.)tebo?ks of 1914~
r5 and after made an important contribution to the dialectical perspec-
tive in Marxism. Second, Lenin’s use of the new dialectical concepts
ke had developed out of his reading of Hegel led him to formz.:}‘ate
some strikingly perceptive and radical perspectives on ‘W(-}Ild p.ol;.tlcs.
This was especially true of his analysis of colonialism and lm?eriailsm,
on the one hand, and of the anti-imperialist national liberation move-
meats—from India to Ircland and from China to the Middle East—on
the other. Third, I examine how Lenin's new perspectives on Hegel
and the dialectic affected later Marxist thinkers. While these points are
often omitted in studies of Lenin’s life and thought,'s I believe that they
are significant for an understanding of Lenin in his own time. I also be-
lieve that they are among those aspects of his thought that are the most

relevant for today.

Lenin, Fegel, and the Diakectic

By the 1890s, many of the dominant thinkers of Central Europ‘e'an
Marxism had moved toward forms of neo-Kantianism or even positiv-
ism. None of the major figures, incuding Engels, scemed very interested
in Hegel. Thus, when the sixtieth anniversary of Hegel’s death came
around in 1891, it was a Russian, Georgii Plekhanov, who wrote the
article commemorating the founder of modern dialectics in Die Newe
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Zeit, at the time the world’s leading journal of Marxist thought. Un-
fortunately, Plekhanov, who in this article coined the somewhat dubi-
ous term “dialectical materialism,” also developed there an evolutionist
and crudely materialist version of the dialectic. He saw no fupdamentai
difference between the Marxian dialectic and Darwinjan evolutionism,
even thoagh Mary had referred in Capital, vol. 1, to Darwin’s perspec-
tive as an example of “the weakness of the abstract materialism of natu-
ral science, a materialism which excludes the historical process,” 16

Until 2914, Lenin followed Plekhanov not so much politically—for
Plekhanov was often on the right wing of Russian social democracy—as
philosophicaily. This is obvigus in Lenin’s mechanistic book Material-
iswz arnd Empirio-Criticism (1908). This book had two fandamental limi-
tations from a dialectical perspective. First, it put forth a crude reflec-
tion theory in which Marxist materialism was “a copy, an approximate
copy, of objective reality” (Low 14:182). Second, Lenin dismissed all
foims of idealism as “nothing but an embellished ghost story” (Low
T4:X6%).

Let us follow these two strands of Lenin’s thought, theary as a photo-
copy of reality and the utter rejection of idealism, during his intellectuat
crisis of 1914, when he really began to study Hegel. The transforma-
tion. of these two points will show Lenin’s otiginality after 1914, As is
well known, in the political sphere, Lenin was at this time breaking
with the Marxism of the Second International. He was calling for a
new international, for turning the imperialist war into a civil wa, even
for revolutionary defeatism, He and a few athers, such as Luxemburg,
Liebknecht, and Trotsky, were among the important figures who took a
firm stance against a war that was eventually to result in some ten mil-
lion deaths. Luxemburg, for example, was sent to jail for her principled

opposition to the war,

From Switzerland, where he sought refuge in the fall of 1914, Lenin
began for the first time to think of himself not only as a leader of Rus-
sian Marxism; but also as a crucial figure in the effort to rebuild inter-
national Marzism on the ruins of the old, discredited Sccond Interna-
tional. Thus, Lenin began his philosophical rethinking not in a period
of calm when there was little to occupy him in the political sphere, but
in a turbulent time that demanded a reorganization of his fundamental
principles. He, too, had followed the very leaders of the Second Interna-
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tional who had now betrayed socialism and the working classes, help-
ing to send them into the slaughter in the trenches. :

Lenif carried ont his most intensive study of Hegel in the first months

of the war, from September 1914 through January 1grs. Major changes
in his phiiosophicéf outlook took place as he began to summarize, out-
line, and comment upon Hegel's massive The Science of Logic. Lenin
studied this work intensively, copying out whole passages in German,
interspersed with his own comments, the latter most often in Russian.

First, there was the move away from crude materialism and toward
a critical appropriation of Hegel’s idealist dialectic. As with Engels,

Lenin felt an affinity for the fuidity and flexibifity of Hegelian thought:
“Hegel analyzes concepts that usually appear dead and he shows that
there is movement in them” (Lcw 38:r1a). But soon he was moving
toward something else, beyond the Engelsian dichotomy of “two great
camps [Lager]” in philosophy, ideslism, and materialism:17 “The idea
of the transformation of the ideal into the real is profound! Very im-
portant for history. But also in the personal life of man it is evident that
there is much truth in this. Against vulgar materialism. Nota bene. The
difference of the ideal from the material is also not unco'nditiona],. not
boundless™ (1w 38:114) ’

Here he had introduced for the fizst time a new category, “vulgar ma-
terialism.” Further on in his notes he wrote that Plekbanov had never
analyzed The Science of Logic, in Lenin’s eyes Hegel's most fundar.nencaf
work, and he bluntly labeled Plekhanov not a dialectical materialist but
a “vulgar materialist™ (Lcw 38:179). At a more general level, it shoald
of course be noted that such remarks on Lenin’s part are far closer to
what is usually termed critical Marxism than to what is usually consid-
ered to be orthodox Leninism.

In addition, and this would later present problems for Marxist-
Leninist students of Spinoza such as Louis Althusser, Lenin seeme‘c_!
to agree with Hegel’s critique of Spinoza’s deterministic 'system. .Splm
noza’s philosophy, wrote Hegel, lacked a free and conscious subject,
instead making thought, 25 Lenin put it, into a mere “attribute of su?:-
stanice” (LCW 38:168). Throughout the notes on The Science of Lagn‘:,
Lenin seemed to be trying to avoid the ope-sidedness of crudely m'ateri—
alist perspectives, to wit: “It is absurd . . . to reject the objectivity of
notions [concepts])” (Lew 38:178). Part of this involved how one shounld

SR B
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approach the critique of neo-Kantianism, Seeming to criticize his own
earlier writings such as Materialism and Empirio-Criticisin, as well as
those of others such as Plekhanov, Lenin wrote, “At the beginning of
the twentieth century, Marxists criticized the Kantians and Humists
more in a Feuerbachian (and Bijchﬁerian) than a Hegelian manmer”
(Lew 38:179). Something rather remarkable had occurred here. For the
first time since the young Marx, a major figure in the Marxian tra-
dition had suggested that a problem be approached in “a Hegelian
manner,” withour the need to refer immediately to qualifiers about ma-
terialism. In fact, Lenin was tacking in.the opposite direction, away
from vulgar ‘materiaiisxh, which, in his view, had developed a material-
ist but un-Hegelian, and therefore undialectical, critique of nea-Kantian
idealism.

This fed directly to Lenin’s well-known aphorism, already cited
earlier in this chapter: “Aphorism: It is impaossible fully to grasp Marx’s
Capital, and especially its first chapter, if you have not studied through
and understood the whole of Hegel’s Logic. Consequently, none of
the Marxists for the past half-century bas understood Marx!!” (Low
38:180). : _

Elsewhere, Lenin referred to Hegel’s dialectic as “the inner Puisa—'

_tion of sclf-movement and vitality.” Gradually, he came to reject his

carlier rejection of idealism. The key now was te appropriate critically
Hegel’s dialectical idealism and to copnect it to Marxist materfalism.
As against Engels’s notion of two canps, idealism and materialism,
Lenin was coming close to a position suggesting some type of dialect-
cal unity between idealism and materialism, Unknown to Lenin, some-
thing similar had been espoused in 1844 by the young Marx, who wrote
of “a cousistent paturalism or humanism” that was “distinguished from
both idealism and materialisry, and at the same time constitutes their
unifying trugh. 13

Second, I would fike to look at Lenin’s Increasing rejection of crude
reflection theory, another point of rupture with his perspectives of
1908. The mosr explicit evidence for this move is a statement near the
end of Lenin’s Hegel notebooks: “Man’s cognition not only reflects the
objective world, but creates it” (Low 38:2x2). This is an example of an
active, critical, revolutionacy appropriation of Hegel’s idealism. Here
the cognition embodied in revolationary theory is not only the reflec-
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tion of material conditions. It is also a reaching beyond those condi-
tions, -toward the creation of a new world, one free of the éehmnaqize&
social relations of capitalism. Nor does the side materialism or reflec-
tion get priority “in the last analysis” here. If anything, the flow of the
sentence leads in the opposite direction, moving us from the limitations
of a reflection theory to the notion that ideas, concepts can “create” the
objective world.

Leszek Kolakowski, despite his strongly critical view of Lenin, con-
ceded that these notes on Hegel go beyond the orthodox Engelstan posi-
tiont that reduced the dialectic to a focus on fluid versus static forms. In
his Main Currents of Marxism, Kolakowski writes that the Hegel note-
books “suggest an interpretation of Hegelianism that is less simplified
than Engels’s. The dialectic is not merely an assertion that ‘everything
changes,” but an attempt to interpret human knowledge as a perpetual.
interplay between subject and object, in which the ‘absolute primacy’

of either loses its sharpoess.”

Natiopal Liberation Movéments: A New Dialectical
Opposition in the Bra of Imperialism

As is well known, Lenin’s “Imperialism, the Highest Stage of Capi-
talism” (1916} was one of his major theoretical works. Few, however,
have examined its relationship to his writings on national liberation
and anti-imperialist movements. Fewer still have explored thc‘:- relation-
ship of that book to his Hegel notcbooks completed the previous year.
That is what I will explore below.

"Today there is a tendency on the Left to dismiss all forms of national-
ism as reactionary. This is curious, since a generation ago, the tendency
was often in the opposition direction, toward an uncritical support.of
all forms of Third World national liberation movements, from South
Africa to Palestine and from Vietnam to Cuba. Lenin’s writings, espe-
cially those after 1gz5, put forth a position that is far from uncritical. of
national movernents. At the same time, however, he was the first major
political theorist, Marxist or non-Marxist, to grasp the importau'c:‘a th?zt
anti-imperialist national movements would have for global politics in

the twentieth century. . .
As mentioned earlier, np to 1914, Lenin had considered himself'a
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Rassian Marxist leader rather than one of the leaders of international
Marxismn. In this sense, his trajectory is very different from that of Lux-
embuig, who had become a promineat fixeure at international socialist
gatherings during the years before World War 1. Lenin’s wartime ac-
tivities and writings constituted his stepping out onto the world stage
of revolutionary politics in at least four major ways. First, as we have
seen, his Hegel notebooks were part of an evident attemapt on his part
to reconstitute Marxist theory after the betrayal of 1914. Second, his
book Buperialism (1916) never mentioned Russia but concentrated. in-
stead on the leading capitalist natons, Britain, France, Germany, and
the United States. It whas only after the crisis of 1914 that Lenin decided
to entex this debate, which had engaged world Marxism since around
1910, With important contributions by Luxemburg, Karl Kautsky, and
Rudolf Hilferding, among others. Nor did his related writings after
1915 on anti-ioperialist natiopal liberation movements concentrate nar-
rowly on nationalities within the Russian Empire; instead, they focus
as much or more on Ireland, China, India, and the Middle East. Third,
his The State and Revolution {zo1y) hardly mentioned Russian devel-
opments at all. It was a’theoretical treatise that attacked the main line

_of German Social Democratic theory and practice since the death of

Engels in 1893, a clear bid on his part to Jay down a theoretical marker
for world, not Russian Marxism. Fourth, his attempts to found a new
International from 1914 onward, finally achieved in 1919, illustrate this
shift at a more practical level. It is true that his young Bolshevik col-
league, Nikolai Bukharin, also wrote treatises on imperialism and the
state shortly before Lenin did so. In yet another of the innumerable
attenipts to underplay the originality of Lenin’s thought and to portray
him as mainly an organization man, key differences between Lenin and
Bukharin have also been obscured, especially in the studies of Lenin by
Tony CHff and Neil Harding, who have argued at length that in both
Imperialism and The State and Revolution Lenin was mainly following
out poiats previously developed by Bukharin 20

When Lenin began to develop the notion that anti-imperialist {ibera-
tion movements would be a major force of opposition to capitalism in
its imperialist stage, his position met with strong opposition. Bukha-
rin’s argument that the centralization of world capital produced by the
war would make nationalism obsolete had far more support among the
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revolutionary Left2! That is why Lenin continued to be in the minority
until after 1977 concerning what were then termed the national and
colonial guestions, even among those Marxists who had broken with
the Second International, This can easily be seen in the polernics against
his position, not only by Luxemburg and Bukharin, but also by Karl
Radek and others.??

In his r916~17 writings on imperialism ‘and nationalism, written from
exile, Lenin referred especially to the Irish uprising of Baster 1916, as
well as to, China, Iran, Turkey, and India. The Irish case, because it
involved the war’s only major anti-imperialist pational uprising, the
Easter Rebellion of 1916, touched off fiexce polemics in which Lenin
elaborated his own perspectives at some length. Lenin hailed the rebel-
lion, also bringing in the issue of dialectics: “The dialectics of history
are such that small nations, powerless as an independent factor in the
struggle against imperialism, play a part as one of the ferments, one of
the bacilli, which help the real anti-imperialist force, the socialist prole-
tartat, to make its éppearanee on the scene” (LCW 22:357).

On the right wing of Russian socialist, Plekhanov bad hailed the col-
fapse of the Easter Rebellion, while Radek, a former colleague of Lux-
emburg’s who was now working with Lenin, dismissed itasa “Putsch”:
“This movement, called *Sinn Fein,’ was a purely urban petty-bourgeais
movement, and although it cansed considerable commotion, it had little
social backing.”?® Trotsky took a position midway between Radek’s
and Lenin’s, downplaying the significance of the revolt but secing some
potential for the movement if it were to overcome its natiopalism. He
was not very prescient when he wrote that, given the development of
world capitalism, “the historical basis for a pational revolution has dis-
appeared even in backwazd Ireland.” Thus, Trotsky concluded, “the
experiment of an Irish national rebellion” exemplified “outworn hopes

and methods of the past.”?! This debate has not received the attention

it deserves, in part because the texts cited above by Radek and Trot-
sky were eranslated into Western languages only belatedly. The several
fengthy studies of Lenin published since 1970, mainly by British schol-
ars, either do not mention Lenin and Ireland at all, or give the topic

short shrift.2
Again and again, Lenin wrote of the hundreds of millions of people

oppressed by global imperialism and of theiz yearning for liberation. He
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saw a profound difference between the emancipatory national move-
ments inside oppressed nations and the chanvinist nationalism of domi-
nant nations. National liberation was the dialectical opposite of global
imperialism, whereas the pationalism of the great powers of Europe,
the United States, and Japan promoted and underpinned imperialism.

Those who minimize Lenin’s theoretical contribution, or view him
as a mere tactician, should consider his prescience on these issues. Over
three decades before India won its independence and more than four
decades before the African liberation movements came to the fore in the
early 1960s, he was already theorizing anti-imperialist national move-
ments as a major factor in global politics.

In a 1916 critique of what he evidently regarded as Bukharin’s for-
malistic rejection of all forms of pationalism, Lenin accosed his young
Bolshevik colleague of wanting to “paint . . . the future in monotonous
gray”: “The social revolution can come only in the form of an epoch in
which are combined civil war by the proletariat against the bourgeoisie
in the advanced countries and a whole series of democratic and revolu-
tonary movements, including the national fiberation movements in the
underdeveloped, backward, oppressed nations” (LCW 23:70).

In one of his very last writings, the “Notes on Sukhanov” (1923),
Lenin attacked those who sought to enclose the particulazity of non-
European developments within an abstract universal:

‘They call themselves Marxists, but their conception of Marxism js im-
possibly pedantic. They have completely failed to understand what is
decisive in Marxism, namely, its revolutionary dialectics. They have cven
absolutely failed to understand Marx’s plain statements that in times of
revolution the utmost flexibility is demanded. . . . Up ta now they have
seen capitalism and bourgeois democracy in Western Euwcope follow 2
definite path of development, and cannot conceive that this path can be
taken as a model only mutatis mutandis, only with certain amendments.
.. . For instance, it does not even occur to them that because Russiz
stands on the borderline between the civilized countries and the coan-
tries which this war has for the first time definitely brought into the orbit
of civilization—all the oriental, non-Furopean countries -she coutd and
was, indeed, i;ou_nd to reveal certain distinguishing features. . . . {LCW
33:476~77, emphasis added]
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As Lenin underlined above, all of this was tied to the lack of a dialec-
tical standpoint.

In this sense, his Hegel studies and his writings on national liberation
were of a piece. A year earlier, in 1922, Lenin had called for the study of
Hegelian dialectics in Soviet Russia, linking this study to the awakening
of oppressed and colonized nations:

The conwributoes to Under the Banner of Marxiss must arrange for the
systematic study of Hegelian dialectics from a materialist standpoing,
i.e., the dialectics which Marx applied practically in his Capstal and in
his histerical and political works, and applied so successfully that now
every day of the awakening to life and struggle of the new classes in the
East {Japan, India, and China)—i.c. the hundreds of mitlions of hwnan
beings who form the greates part of the woeld population and whose
historical passivity and historical torpor have hitherto conditioned the
stagnation and decay of many advanced European countries—every day
of the awakening to life of new peoples and new classes serves as a fresh

confirmation of Marxism. {LCW 33:234)

As seen above, it was only the first part of this statement— but sig-
nificantly, not the part on anti-imperialist movements in Asia - that the
Western Marxist Korsch included as the epigraph to his Marxism and
Philosopby. 1n this Wﬁy, Korsch walled off the discussion of Hegel and
dialectics, making that a “Western” issue. He left aside what he evi-
dently disagreed with even in 1923, Lenin’s embrace of the new “East-
ern” liberation movements. This type of separation would irapoverish
many post-Lenin discussions of dialectics in the West.

The Intesnational Impact of Lenin’s Writings on National Liberation:
New Voices from India, Iran, and Black America

The new spirit introduced by Lenin into Marxism can easily be seen
in the debates at the 1920 Second Congress of the Communist Interna-
tional. Lenin’s “Draft Theses on the National and Colonial Quf:s_tions”
referred not only to geographically separate nations such as Ireland and
the Ukraine, but also to national minorities such as “the Negroes in
America” (LCW 31:144). Grigorii Zinoviev was one of the few Bol-
sheviks who during World War I shared many of Lenin’s positions on
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national liberation. However, just after the Second Congress apened,
Zinoviev allowed himself, while speaking before an audience drawn in
large part from predominantly Muslim societies during the Baku Con-
gress of the Peoples of the East, to call for a “holy wat, in the first place
agatnst British imperiafism.”25 Lenin’s 1920 theses called instead for
“the struggle against Pan-Islamism” (Lcw 31:144). However, he em-
phasized the notion “that all Communist Parties should reader direct
aid to the revolutionary movements among the dependent and onder-
privifeged nations (For example Ireland, the American Negroes, erc.)
and in the colonies” (Low 31:148).

The Second Congress held an especiaily serious and wide-ranging
debate on imperialism and national liberation. In addition to Lenin’s
theses, supplementary ones were presented by the well-known Indian
Marxist M. N. Roy, who agreed with Lenin in arguing that “the break-
up of the colonial empire, together with proletarian revolution in the
home country, will averthrow the capitalist system in Europe.”?” Other
parts of Roy’s speech showed some disagreement with Lenin, however.
For example, Roy attacked “the narrow circle of bourgeois-democratic
nationalists” {223}, acknowledging more tentatively than Lenin that
“revolutionary nationalism will play a part” (zz4).

The important Iranian Macxist thinker Avetis Sultanzadeh 8 whose
position was somewhat closer to Lenin’s, advocated the intertwining of
anti-imperialist movements with the labor movement inside the devel-
oped capitalist lands:

The Second International studied the colonial question at most of its con-
gresses. It drew up elegant resolutions, which, however, were never put
into effect. Often these questions were debated and positions adopted
without the participation of representatives of the backward countries.
What is more, when the Russian and British hangmen suppressed the
First Persian Revolution®® and the Persian social democrats turned for
help to the Eutopean proletariat, then represented by the Second Inter-
national, they were rot even granted the right to put a reselution on this
matter to a vote. (238)

With a sense of political realism all too rare at such congresses, Sul-
tanzadeh also noted: “It is true that the capitalist drive in the colonies
awakens the revolutionary spirit. But it is just as true that the capitalist
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exploitation of the colonies creates a counter-revolutionary spirit among
the labor atistocracy in the metropolitan countries” (238). However, the
19r7 Revolution had created 2 different situation, he concluded: “The
thunder of revolution in the West shook the Orient to the roots, giving
strength to revolutionaries in Persia and Tarkey” {239).

The U.S. journalist Joha Reed reported on white racist violence and
black resistance during the race riots of 1919: “The first of these out-
breaks happened in the national capital, Washington, where petty gov-
exnment officeholders came baclk from the war to find their places taken
by Negroes. Most of these officeholders were southerners anywaj' They
organized nighttime attacks on the INegro part of town in order to ter-
rorize the Negroes into giving up their jobs. Much to everyone’s aston-
ishment, the Negroes poured into the streets fully armed, and a battle
raged . ..” {226-27). .

- Afrer descnbmg similar events in Chlcago and elsewhere, Reed con-
cluded: “In all of these fights, Negroes showed for the first time in his-
tory that they were acmed, well organized, and absolutely upafraid of
the whites. The effect of the Negro resistance was, first, belated govern-

ment intervention and, second, the opening of the American Federation

of Labor unions to Negro workers™ (227).

Not since Marx’s day had an American Marxist thundered like this

on racial issues.
By the Fourth Congress of the Communist Interpational in 1924,

where the noted black writer Claude McKay participated as a U.S. dele-
gate, there was for the first time an entize session devoted to “the MNegro
question.” Where Reed had critiqued the attitudes of white workers,
McKay’s attack on racism hit closer to home, targeting the racial atti-
tudes of U.S. Socialists and Communists themselves:

The reformist bourgeoisic have been catrying on the batile against dis-
crimination and racial prejudice in America, The Socialists and Com-
musists have fought very shy of it because there is a great element of
prejudice among the Sociafists and Commuonists of America. They are
not willing to face the Negro question. In associating with the comrades
of America, I have found demonstrations of prejudice on the various
occasions when the white and black comrades had to get together; and
this is the greatest obstacle that the Communists of America have got
to overcome-the fact that they first have got to emancipate thémselves
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from the ideas they entertained toward Negroes before they can be able
to reach the Negroes with any kind of radical propaganda.

McKay also spoke of how publicizing Marx’s pusition on slavery and
racism had shaken up African American opinion:

In 1918, when the Third International published its Manifesto and in-

+ claded that part referring to the exploited colonies there were several
groups of Negro radicals in America that sent this propaganda among
their people. When in 1920 the American government started o in-
vestigate and to suppress radical propaganda among the Negroes, the
small radical Negro groups in America retaliated by publishing the fact
that the Socialists stodd for the emancipation of the Negroes, and that

_ reformist America could do nothing for them. Then, ¥ think, for the
first time in American history, the American Negroes found that Karl
Marx had been fmerested in their emancipation, and had foughe val-
tantly for jr.30

While McKay advocated unity between workers across racial lines,
he also called upon predominantly white Jabor and socialist organiza-
tions to take stronger stands in support of the black movement as a
whole. This unprecedented session also resulted in a book manuscEipt
by McKay, The Negroes in America, commissioned by the Comintern,
as well as public dialogue between McKay and Trotsky in the Russian
press.

While Trotsky never made a very significant contribution to dialectics,
by the late x930s he came much closer to Lenin’s position on national
liberation. One example of this is his remarkable 1939 conversation
with the Caribbean Marxxst thinker C. L. R. James, then a Trotskyist.
During their discussion of the setting up of a non-Stalinist organiza-

tion of black radicals, a white Trotskyist stated, “I cannot see how the

Negro bourgeoisie can help the Negro proletariat fight for its economic
development.” James replied, “In our movement some of us are petty
-bourgeois. If a bourgeais Negro is excluded from a university because
of his color, this organization will probably robilize the masses to fight
for the rights of the bonrgeois Negro student.” Trotsky then replied, “1
believe that the first question is the attitude of the [Trotskyist] Socialist
Workers Party toward the Negroes. It is very disquieting to find chat
until now the party has done almost nothing in this field. It has not
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published 2 book, a pamphler, Ieaflets, nor even any articles in the New
International. . . | Oy pacty is not safe from degeneration. , . » Trotsky
seemed to be very OPeR to new forms of anti-racist organizing. Given
the color baz, he added, the Trotskyist party might under certain condj-
tions support a black versug 4 white member of the Democratic Party.:
“We consider that the Negro’s candidacy as opposed to the white’s
candidacy, even if both are of the same party, is an important factor in
the struggle of the Negroes for their equality; and in this case we can
critically support them.»

During my youth { rather leaned toward the prognosis thar the Jews of
different countries would be assimilated and that the Jewish question
would thus.disappear in a quasi-automatic fashion. The historicaf devel.
opment of the last quarter of 5 century has not confirmed this perspec-
tive, Decaying capitalism hag everywhere swung over to an exacerbated
nationafism, age parct of which ig aritivSemitism. The Jewish question
has loomed largest in the most highly developed capitalist country of

Today the issues of tace, ethnicity, and imperiafism take 4 different
form, but despite the near demise of direct colonial rule, the patterns
of exploitation and oppression between the wezlthy capitalist nations
and the peoples of Africa, Asia, the Middle East, and Latin America

still exist. Along with (hege patterus came liberation movernents by

those oppressed by imperialism, as wefl s movements by those inside
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that have drawn from Lenin’s writings. In differen; ways, for example,
C. L. R. James and Raya Dunayevskaya used Lenin’s concepts 1o ang-
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Guterﬁan, published an independent, scholarly edition of Lenin’s Hegel
notebooks in French in 1938, (Five years earlier, they had also published
a translation of Marx’s “Critique of the Hegelian Dialectic™ of 1844.)
Issued by Editions Gallimard, still today France’s most prestigious pub-
lisher, their volume on Lenin, Cabiers sur la dialectique d’Hegel, hetped
1o make Lenin’s writings on Hegel prominent among the French intel-
lectual public in a unique way. Elsewhere, especially in Germany and
the English-speaking world, discussion of Lenin’s writings on Hegel
tended maore often to be limited to a narrower circle of either partisans
of Lenin or the wsually anti-Lenin academic specialists. Lefebvre and
Guterman’s substantial 130-page introduction barely mentioned Ma-
terialism and Empirio-Criticism in an oblique reference to the progress
Lenin’s thought had made since from 1908 to x9z4. Their introduc-
tion broke new ground by attacking those who wished to use Hegel’s
method but not his system. Instead, they argued that the “content
of Hegel” needed to be appropriated. In a bow to Communist Party
orthodoxy, however, they failed to mention that this had been Engels’s
position.

Lefebvre’s subsequent writings on Lenin and Hegel were even more
circuraspect. This was true of his Logique formelle, logique dialectique
{z947), as well as his major study, La Pensée de Lenine (x957). In fact,
it was only after he had finally been expelled from the Frguch Commu-
nist Party that Lefebvre finally stated openly what had been at stake alt
along, In his 1959 autobiography, La Somme et le reste, Lefebvre wrote
of Tenin: “Ye did not read or study Hegel serfously until 1914-15.
Also, if one considers it objectively, one notices a great difference in
tone and content between the Hegel Notebooks and Materialism and

Empirio-Criticism. Lenin’s thought becomes supple, alive . . . ina word, -

dialectical. Lenin did not truly understand the dialectic until 1914, after
the collapse of the Interpational.” Lefebvre adds in a footnote: “Here
we see the significance of the profound reticence of the Stalinists toward
the Notebooks, who for a long time put them aside in favor of Materi-
alism and Empirio-Criticism.” %7 '
This rather late acknowledgment of the core issues, which I_,cfebvre
published not in any of his major books or essays oo Lenin, but as
a passing statement in a very long autobiography, left the door open
to the anti-dialectical, anti-Hegelian, proto-Maoist®® interpretations of

Rediscovery and Persistence of the Dialectic 139

Louis Althusser and his school in the I960s and x970s, as seen espe-
cially in Althusser’s Lewin and Philosophy. The title essay of that book,
first delivered as a public lecture in 1968, concentrated on Materialism
and Empirio-Criticism and Lenin’s economic writings, never mentioning
the Hegel notebooks. After Jean Hyppolite publicly called this ro his
- attention, Althusser finally wrote an article specifically on the Hegel
notebooks. There and elsewhere in his comments on Lenin and Hegel,
Althusser was often evasive, attributing critiques of Hegel to Lenin by
splicing together toxts that actually stated the opposite. I response to
Lenin’s well-known statement, cited earlier; that one needed 1o study
Hegel’s Logic to grasi_} fully Marx’s Capital, Althusser subjected Lenin’s
words to a virtual “decons}.ruction,” at the end of which he inforzied
the reader rather peremptorily: “it is impossible to understand Hegel
without having thoroughly. studied and understood Capital.”® In at-
tempting to elide Hegel from Lenin’s thoughe, Althusser was catrying
out & crucial part of his overall project of erasing Hegel from Marx-
ism. Clearly, any notion of a return to Hegel by Lenin constituted a
grave threat to Althusserianism, which had proclaimed that Marx had
gotten rid of most of his Hegelianism by 1846. For, if Lenin had really
returned to Hegel in 1914, it would be much harder for Marxists to
“drive the shade of Hegel . . . back into the night,” as Althusser had
proposed in 196240 :

In the United States, C. L. R. James and Raya Dunayevskaya began
to write on Lenin and Hegel during the 1940s. In 1948, James wrote
some informal reflections on Lenin and Hegel that he later published.#1
Dunayevskaya had trapslated the whole of Lenin’s Hegel notebooks
by 1949 bat was unable to find a publisher. This was very likely due to
positivist opposition to Hegel, which was quite common at the time in
the United States, even among prominent lefiist philosophers such as
Sidney Hook. Unlike Lefebyre, James and Dunayevskaya were mem-
bers of the Trotskyist movement. Using Lenin’s Hegel notebooks as
an important part of their philosophical fonndation, they took several

bositions that moved them some distance from orthodox Trotskyism.

First, they developed a theory of state capitalism to describe Stalin’s
Russia. Second, they critiqued Lenin’s concept of the vanguard party
as elitist and anti-dialectical. Thizd, they called for a systematic study
of dialectics based on Hegel, Marx, and Lenin, drawing a separation
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between Lenin's 1908 philosophical stance and that after 1914. Fourth,
they posed the notion that African Americans were an independent and
potentially revolutionary oppositional force to American capitalism,

In the 19505 and 1960s, after she and James had moved in different &i-
rections, Dunayevskaya developed these somewhat unformed concepts
as part of what she called Marxist humanism. No Marxist thinker,
before or since, has delved as deeply or as creatively into Lenin’s Hegel
notebooks, appropriating them criticafly as ground for a conternporary
dialectics of revolution, For example, Durmyevskaya pionecred the link-
ing together of Lenin’s perspectives on dialectics and on national lib-
eration that I put forth above. She also published the first English trans-
lation of major parts of Marx’s 1844 Manuscripts and Lenin’s Hegel
noteboaoks, each as an appendix to her Marxism and Freedowm (1958).
In her Philosophy and Revolution (1973), Dunayevskaya took up Lenin’s
return to Hegel alongside that of Marx as part of a discussion entitled
“Why Hegel? Why Now?”: “Lenin certainly didn’t mean that all stu-
~dents of Capital must first labor through the two volumes of The Science
of Logic. What was crucial was Lenin’s break with old concepts, which
is nowhere more sharply expressed than in his commentary that “Cog-
nition not only reflects the woeld, but creares it.” . . . Lenin had gained
from Hegel a totally new understanding of the uwity of materialism and
idealism. It was this new understanding that subsequently permeated
Lenin’s post-1915 writings.”*? _

At the same time, Dunayevskaya developed several cogent critigues
of Lenin’s appropriation of Hegel. Fiest, she argued that he had left an
ambiguous legacy by not having referred more openly to his new think-
ing on Hegel and dialectics:

The emphasis that Lenin put on “dialectic proper, a5 a philosophic sci-
ence” separated him from al other post-Marx Marexists, not only up to
the Russian Revolution but also after the conguest of power. . . . What
was most manifest of what he had gained from the r914-15 Hegel studies
was that the Hegelian dialectic needs to be studied “in and for itself.”
... That Lenia kept his direct encounter with the Hegelian dialectic-~his
Abstract of Hegel’s The Science of Logic— to himself, however, shows the
depth of the economist mire into which the whole Second Internasional,
and not just the German Soctal-Democracy, had sunk; revolutionaries

stood on the same ground!t
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To Dunayevskaya, all of this was compounded by the fact thar Lenin
had allowed Materialism and Empirio-Criticism to be reprinted in Rus-
sian in 1920. For the record, it should be noted that be did not have it
translated into other languages, as he had done with Inperialisnr and
The State and Revolution. In 1927, however, the increasingly Sealinist
apparatus published Materialisin and Empirio-Criticism widely in for-
cign translations, and the international Communist Parties made good
use of its crude attacks on idealism to call intellectuals 1o account,
among them Lefebvre. -

In her second critique of Lenin on dialectics, Dunayevskaya argued
that, at crucial junctures, Lenin had overplayed the practical, activist
side of dialectics, here minimizing the theoretical side. This was seen
especially in his discussion of the section on the idea of the good, near
the end of The Science of Logic.

Thixd, Dunayevskaya argued that at several points Lenin interpreted
Hegel in too narrowly materialist a fashion, especially in his discus-
sion of the last pages of The Science of Logic, on the Absolute Idea.
It was true that Lenin had broken partially with Engels’s notion in
Ludwig Feuerbach and the End of Classical German Philosophy (1836)
that Hegel’s Absolute Idea embodied a non-dialectical and abstractly
idealist notion of the end of history. To Engels, the Absolute Idea was
an especially prominent example of Hegel’s “system,” which had to be
rejected in favor of Hegel's dialectical “method.” In Ludwiy Fenerbach,
written long after his youthful enthusiasm for Hegel, Engels cited no
textual evidence for these conclusions, probably because little could
have been found. Lenin, during his careful study of the last chapter
of The Science of Logic, took a different tack, arguing that the Abso-
lute Tdea chapter contained not so much idealisin as materialism and
could thus be appropriated by Marxism. Nonetheless, Dunayevskaya
argued that Lenin, while going deeper than Engels, had made two cru-
cial errors. Lenin gave very little weight to the core Hegelian concept of
negativity, instead focusing on contradiction. Here he paid the price for
not having been familiar with Marx’s crucial discussion of the dialectics

. of negativity in the 1844 Manuscripts, a text that in 1914-15 lay for-

gotten in the archives of the Second International. Dunayevskaya also

-argued that Lenin had interpreted Hegel’s Absohute Idea in too nar-

rowly 4 materialist fashion. To be sure, he seized upon the fact that, in
the closing paragraphs of the last chapter in The Scierce of Logic, Flegel
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had written of a transition from logic to nature. Here, Lenin wrote,
Hegel “stretches a hand to materialism” (1cw 38:234). However, as
Dunayevskaya pointed out, Lenin ignored what followed immediately
after this in Hegel, for Hegel now developed another transition, this
one from logic to spirit or mind [Geisz].

Fourth and finally, Dunayevskaya argued that while it was Lenin’s
great achievement to have reinterpreted world pelitics dialectically
around the contradiction between imperialism and national liberation,
he had failed to reinterpret dialectically the elitist concept of the van-
guard party, which, although modified greatly under the impact of the
spoataneons creativity from below during the revolution, nonetheless
remained essentially unchanged from What Is to Be Donef (190z). She
pointed instead to the need to develop a new concept of organization,
one rooted in what she termed the dialectics of organization and phi-
losophy.** It would have to be grounded not only in Hegel, but also
in Marx’s extensive but ignored work within organizations, as well as
his writings on organizational issues, from the Communist League of
the 1840s, to the First International of the x860s, to the Critigue of the

Gotha Program (x875).

Conclusion

All of these dimensions of Lenin’s encounter with Hegel in 1914-35

" are an important part of the legacy of Marxism, 2s are issues flowing
from thew. To skip over them is to ignore some of the richness of that
tradition. The fact that the Russian Revolution was transformed under
Stalin and his successors into its opposite, a totalitarian state capitalist
society, is all the more reason to face squarely the deeply contradictory
nature of the history of twentieth-century Marxism. That is why efforts
to return to Marx without also coming to terms with Lenin and his
generation have important limitations. This is true even of the best-
known recent attempt to recover Marx for today, Jacques Dezrida’s

Specters af Marx (1993).
1 have outlined three major achievements of Lenin with regard to

dialectics and pational fibesation. First, he opened up the issue of the

dialectic proper as the ground for revolutionary Marxism as opposed
to reformist Marxism, thus paving the way for subsequent authors
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such as Lukdcs. Second, his dialectical analysis of imperialism and na-
tiondl liberation constituted a prescient apalysis of the importance of
anti-imperialist movements for the twentdeth century and beyond. By
widening the orthodox Marxian notion of the revolutionary subject,
he helped pave the way for later attempts to widen this still further, to
embrace not only, as Lenin had begun to do, national and ethnic [ibera-
tion movements, but also those of women, ecologists, gays and lesbians,
and youth. However, unlike contemporary identity politics, Lenin also
pointed us toward a form of dialectical unity of these various particu-
far forms of resistance. Third, his work on Hegel and dialectics had a
direct impact on a number of creative strands within Hegelian Marxist
thought, especially in France and the United States.

All of these points show not only the importance of Lenin’s redis-
cavery of the dialectic, but also the persistence of the dialectic within
revolutionary thought and activity. It is a heritage that we ignore at our
peril. Still, we need to appropriate it most critically if we are not to re-
peat the wrong turns of the last century, which have left us with a crisis
in Maexian and radical thought far deeper than the one faced by Lenin
in 1914,
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