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Introduction 

This book paints a picture of Lenin different from the one found in 
most discussions of Marxism. Looking closely at his 1914-15 Hegel 
Notebooks, I will argue that Lenin's post-1914 work, especially oq the 
dialectic, places him closer to key Hegelian or "Western" Marxists such 
as Georg Lukacs and the members of the Frankfurt School than to 
orthodox Marxists, including official Soviet Marxist-Leninists. I am by 
no means the first to argue this point, but I believe that this study is the 
first book-length treatment of Lenin to place such considerations at its 
center. 

In 1980 the prominent Marxist sociologist Alvin Gouldner pointed 
to two traditions within Marxist theory, which he termed critical and 
scientific Marxism. Gouldner placed a number of Hegelian, existentialist, 
and humanistic Marxists in the former category, while he located a 
group of structuralist Marxists in the latter. Far from placing Lenin 
among the scientific Marxists, as many lesser scholars would have done, 
Gouldner wrote: "before Lukacs and Korsch, it was Lenin who launched 
the movement toward a critical Marxism. (Launched but did not pur
sue it)"l Gouldner was presumably referring both to Lenin's 1914-15 
Hegel Notebooks and to his subsequent failure publicly to discuss them 
very much, a problem that the Hegelian Marxist Raya Dunayevskaya 
has termed Lenin's "philosophic ambivalence."2 During the 1970s and 
early 1980s in the United States, and earlier in Europe, heated debates 
over the nature of Marxist theory raged among the various Marxist 
traditions that Gouldner had analyzed as constituting these two Marxisms, 
especially in journals such as Telos, New Left Review, and Theory and 
Society. 

By the 1990s the intellectual ground had shifted, and Marxism itself 
was increasingly being called into question even by radical intellectuals, 
not least because of the collapse of Communism in Eastern Europe and 
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Russia. Marxism was deemed a fuilure at a political level because it had 
helped to bring about totalitarianism and economic collapse. Attacks 
were leveled not only at the authoritarian and vanguardist side of 
Lenin's thought but also at his more "utopian" writings on the state and 
revolution, on direct democracy by soviets of workers, peasants, and 
soldiers. In 1991 the leftist theorist Martin Jay, best known for his work 
on the Frankfurt School, summed up some of these critiques of Marx
ism in a mordant essay entitled "No Power to the Soviets." Although he 
fuiled to address the side of Lenin's thought that advocates soviets, or 
workers' councils,Jay's essay sums up well some of the 1990s-era objec
tions to radical revolution, even if it were from "below" through direct 
democracy: 

For Leninism was not the only socialist casualty of the recent events; no 
less called into question, at least implicitly, was another model of 
emancipatory organization, and one which had occupied a central role 
in the socialist imaginary for more than a century. This alternative model 
was that of the workers council or soviet, which has often functioned as 
the utopian counterpoint to the "realistic" Leninist stress on the party. 
Preserved in name only in the title of the Soviet Union, it remained 
nonetheless a vital rallying point for libertarian socialist critic\ of 
authoritarian, bureaucratic, statist communism. Rooted in the syndical
ism of the 19th century, councils became historically important at various 
moments in the revolutions of our own-1905 and 1917 in Russia, 1918 
to 1920 in Germany, Austria and Italy, and 1956 in Hungary .... But 
whatever the outcome [in Eastern Europe], it is clear that the old reliance 
on workers councils as the placeholder of redemption will no longer 
suffice.3 

From this perspective, the concept of direct revolutionary democracy, 
which was current in the left at least since Marx's essay on the Paris 
Commune and is found in the writings of thinkers as diverse as Lenin, 
Luxemburg, and Anton Pannekoek-and which had reemerged not 
only in 1956 but also in 1968 in France, in 1975 in Portugal, and in 1979 
in Iran (before the Islamic fundamentalist hUacking of that revolution)
was now, in the 1990s, suddenly to be consigned to oblivion. This mood 
grew in large part in response to poststructuralist attacks on the Marxist 
concept of the subject and on the notion of an .apocalyptic, or revolu
tionary, moment. Although raising important issues such as identity, dif
ference, and multiculturalism, poststructuralist theories left little room 
for any emancipatory theory in the Marxist sense. 

At a more abstract level, the dialectic itself was under attack as never 
before; The American pragmatistand Heideggerian philosopher Richard 
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Rorty, relying also on the poststructuralist argument, summed up many 
of these attacks on the dialectic in a piece published in 1992, "Intellectuals 
and the End of Socialism": "I hope we have reached a time when we can 
finally get rid of the conviction common to Plato and Marx, the convic
tion that there must be large theoretical ways of finding out how to end· 
injustice, as opposed to small experimental ways. I hope we can learn to 
get along without the conviction that there is something deep-such as 
the human soul, or human nature, or the will of God, or the shape of his
tory-which provides a subject matter for grand, politically useful theory." 
Rorty wants to root out not only Marx's dialectic but the whole tradition 
of critical, dialectical thinking, going back to Plato. He concludes that no 
"alternative to capitalism" exists and that therefore, "the only hope for 
getting the money necessary to eliminate intolerable inequities is to facili
tate the activities of people like Henry Ford . . . and even Donald Trump"!4 

Such premature announcements of the death of Marxism are nearly 
as old as Marxism itself. Recently I ran across one such claim made 
nearly a century ago in an important French journal, Revu£ de metaphysique 
et de moral£, where a leading "specialist" on Hegel and Marx, now largely 
forgotten, wrote that he was "compelled to proclaim Marxism obsolete."5 
A contrary view was expressed three decades ago by Jean-Paul Sartre, 
who argued that he saw only three real periods of philosophical crea
tion since the sixteenth century. These were the "moment" of Descartes 
and Locke, that of Kant and Hegel, and finally, that of Marx, in which, 
he held, we still live. One cannot go beyond Marx, Sartre maintained, 
without also going beyond the historical epoch out of which his thought 
emerged, namely, capitalism. Therefore, he wrote: "A so-called 'going 
beyond Marxism' will be at worst only a return to pre-Marxism."6 Which 
is why, he concluded, its opponents so often have recourse to pre-Marxian 
notions such as eighteenth-century "free-market" liberalism. 

The critics of Hegelian and Marxist thought often suggest that we 
need to accept the "permanence" of capitalism and its world economy, 
working within it through multiparty democracy or in small-scale social 
movements that would avoid the dangers of a "totalizing" perspective. I 
think that such critiques are in latge part misplaced and represent more 
the capitulation of some radical intellectuals to the status quo than an 
accmate reading either of the history of Marxism or of the theoretical 
needs of the present moment These arguments grew out of the retro
gressive Reagan-Bush-Thatcher social agenda, which persisted for over 
a decade in the industrially developed countries, a development that 
was very discouraging to leftist intellectuals of all types. They also 
flowed out of the failure of either the Eastern European upheavals of 
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1989 or the Third World revolutions of the 1970s to create a viable 
"third way" between totalitarian Communism and free-market capitalism. 
Thus, many grudgingly accepted that the Reagan-Bush agenda would 
prevail for many years to come. 

By the early 1990s, however, as the fires of Los Angeles went off like a 
loud alarm clock in the American psyche, the Bush-Reagan mandate 
melted away overnight, as blacks, Latinos, gay and lesbian activists, and 
above all, women found their voices. Communism and the Third World 
were not alone in facing crisis; Western capitalism was in the deepest 
crisis it had seen since the Great Depression, with unemployment at cat
astrophic levels once again, especially in Europe. Along with this came 
the rise of neofascist movements in Central and Western Europe and 
outright genocide in the former Yugoslavia and in Rwanda, with liberal 
iemocracy unwilling or incapable of taking a real stand against these 
norrific developments. In Latin America the year 1994 opened with an 
uprising by indigenous peasants in Chiapas, Mexico, just as the Mexican 
government was celebrating its free-trade agreement with the United 
States. In 1994 the United States seemed to veer once again to the right. 
In the light of these deep crises, most of which are connected to the 
persistent, seemingly intractable world economic crisis, I believct.that it 
is only a matter of time before, Rorty to the contrary, radical intellec
tuals begin to return to some form of the perspectives of Hegel and 
Marx. 

Some of the thinking that went into this book really began two 
decades ago, in the 1970s. Like many student activists of the generation 
of 1968, I had read theoretical works by people such as Frantz Fanon, 
Herbert Marcuse, Jean-Paul Sartre, Simone de Beauvoir, Maurice 
Merleau-Ponty, Rosa Luxemburg, Cornelius Castoriadis, and Guy Debord. 
Sometime later, in the early 1970s, I began to read Trotsky and Lenin, 
and I also came into contact with Raya Dunayevskaya, whose work on 
the relationship of Marxism to Hegel and to humanism has influenced 
me ever since. She introduced me to the work of Georg Lukacs, 
Theodor Adorno, Karel Kosik, and, of course, Marx and Hegel. 

By the 1970s translations of the works of leading European leftist 
philosophers and social theorists-from Adorno's work to the previously 
untranslated Marxist writings of the French existentialists, and from 
Lukacs to Antonio Gramsci-plus new translations of Hegel and Marx, 
including for the first time the Grundrisse, helped to create a new level 
of discussion in the United States around issues such as the Critical 
Theory of the Frankfurt School and Hegelian Marxism. This book, 
which examines Lenin's Hegel Notebooks of 1914-15 in relation to his 
overall political and social themy, is a product of that intellectual ferment 
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When this project began as a doctoral thesis under George Fischer 
and Michael E. Brown at City University of New York in 1979, I felt that 
it was important to look at Lenin's work anew for several reasons. First, 
although the discussion of Marx had long since broken away from the 
constraints of orthodox Marxism-within which I include Trotskyism 
and Maoism, as well as official Soviet Marxist-Leninism-with few 
exceptions, discussions of Lenin's work had remained imprisoned within 
that orthodoxy or else took place among its equally ideological rivals, 
the U.S. cold war sovietologists. There was a need to bring some of the 
perspectives of Hegelian Marxism to bear on Lenin's work, especially 
since he was the only important Marxist leader of his generation to have 
made an extensive study of Hegel. For example, Lenin's "Abstract of 
Hegel's Science of Logic" (1914) runs some 150 pages in volume 38 of his 
CoUect£d Works. 

Second, Lenin's 1914-15 Hegel studies preceded the return to Hegel 
in the early 1920s by key figures such as Lukacs, Gramsci, and Karl 
Korsch, all of whom were in those years active in Lenin's Third 
International. The impact of Lenin's Hegel studies on their work needed 
to be assessed if we were to get a full understanding of the origins of 
Western Marxism. 

Third, within contemporary Marxist social theory there was often a 
gulf between those who concerned themselves with issues such as 
imperialism or the state and those who were interested in dialectics or 
culture. A related problem is that too often, in the sociology of revolution, 
theorists have emphasized social structure in a deterministic fashion, 
looking at the sociology of social classes or of the state as their source of 
data on the "causes" of revolution, with too little attention given to the 
political and social ideas that helped to shape and even inspire those 
events. It is surprising how little the writings of key revolutionaries who 
were also theorists, including not only Lenin but also Trotsky and 
Luxemburg, to name a few, have been utilized by those who write on 
the sociology of revolution.7 Lenin's Marxism of 1916-23 surely helped 
to "make" history. I hoped that a new reading of Lenin's work from the 
vantage point of Hegelian Marxism would be able to pose some of 
these issues in a new light, since Lenin's theorizing concerns itself with 
all these questions. 

Fourth, although the Frankfurt School Critical Theorists and many 
other Western Marxists developed new concepts of dialectic and human
ism within Marxism and criticized traditional notions of the working 
class, they were often not as successful in articulating a new concept of 
subjectivity to replace (or supplement) that of the traditional industrial 
working class. Lenin, in however flawed a fashion, had made the move 
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from studies in the dialectic proper to the conceptualization of new 
forms of subjectivity. For example, after reading Hegel, he began to 
argue that the rise of imperialism and monopoly capitalism, although 
strengthening capital and weakening the power of the working class, 
also brought onto the historic stage new forms of opposition and 
resistance, as seen in the national liberation movements against imperi
alism and colonialism. In particular, as early as 1916, he pointed to 
Ireland, India, China, and Iran as nations ready to burst out in revolt 
against Western imperialism. The Third World liberation movements 
that arose in the 1940s and 1950s, movements that Lenin had antici
pated perhaps better than any other theorist of his generation, soon 
helped to give birth in the 1960s to Black liberation and New Left 
movements in the United States and other Western industrialized 
countries. Those 1960s movements in tum helped to bring onto the 
historic stage still newer social forces, especially the worldwide women's 
liberation movement. Thus, Lenin had helped to point the way toward 
the only type of Marxism that is viable today: one with a multiple con
cept of subjectivity rather than an exclusive reliance on the tr.aditional 
industrial working class. 

This book, first conceptualized when the memory of 1968 W.fS still 
fresh, is written not for the past but for the future. If Marxist thought is 
to renew and reassert itself, it will need to grapple critically with the 
legacy of its greatest figure in the generation after Marx: Lenin. That is 
what this study attempts to do. 

Part 1, comprising four chapters, examines Lenin's writings on Hegel 
and dialectics from 1914 onward. In the first chapter I discuss the 
context in which Lenin began to study Hegel: not only the outbreak 
of World War I and the ensuing first "crisis of Marxism," but also the 
theoretical context of his return to Hegel. Therefore I look at the 
writings on Hegel and dialectics of those whom Lenin considered to be 
his chief philosophical mentors: Marx, most of all, but also Engels and 
Georgi Plekhanov. Lenin's pre-1914 writings on Hegel and dialectics are 
also assessed critically, especially in his book Materialism and Empirio
Criticism ( 1908). 

Chapters 2 and 3 offer a detailed analysis of Lenin's "Abstract of 
Hegel's Science of Logic. " Hegel's text is notoriously difficult, and Lenin's 
notes are sometimes cryptic, but it is not difficult to ascertain the main 
lines of Lenin's concern with Hegel. In these chapters I examine 
questions such as the following: How was Lenin reading Hegel? What 
parts of I fq.�cl's work attracted or repelled him? What changes did his 
own Marxism undergo, as he read Hegel, with regard to issues such as 
idealism and materialism, subjectivity, consciousness, negation of the 
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negation, and praxis? To what extent did he change his position 
from that expressed in Materialism and Empirio-Criticism? How was his 
reading similar to or different from those of later Marxists who �ave 
commented at length on Hegel, such as Lukacs, Marcuse, and Dunayev
skaya, or earlier ones, such as Marx's own reading or those by Engels 
and Plekhanov? What were some of the limitations of his reading of 
Hegel? 

Chapter 4 examines Lenin's discussions of Hegel and dialectics from 
1915 until his death nearly a decade later. Some of these discussions 
include notes on other works by Hegel, a draft article on dialectics, and 
various published articles and speeches where he refers to Hegel or 
dialectics. Lenin made many of these references to dialectics in the 
course of writing on war, imperialism, and the organization of the 
Soviet Union. In his so-called Will, better known for its criticisms of 
Stalin, he also critiques Nikolai Bukharin for his failure to understand 
the dialectic. A 1922 article calls for Marxists to become "materialist 
friends of the Hegelian dialectic" and for Russian theoretical journals to 
devote extensive space to publishing and discussing Hegel's work. At 
the same time I point to an ambivalence in Lenin's post-1915 writings: 
his public utterances are fur more ambiguous and hesitant in criticizing 
traditional Marxism than are his private writings. 

Part 2 of this study, "Lenin on the Dialectics of Revolution, 1914-23," 
looks at Lenin's social and political theory after 1914. These are among 
his best-known theoretical writings and, along with the Hegel Notebooks, 
constitute the main body of his-post-1914 Marxism. They had not only a 
theoretical but also a practical importance, since they were crucial in 
developing Bolshevik and early Communist doctrine, helping to give 
direction to the November Revolution and the early Third International. 

Chapter 5, which takes up Lenin's well-known Imperialism: The Highest 
Stage of Capitalism, argues that this work is rooted, at least in part, in his 
1914-15 Hegel studies. This Hegelian influence, it is argued, is also 
part of what distinguishes Lenin's theory of imperialism from those of 
his contemporaries, Bukharin and Rudolf Hilferding, to which his own 
work is often compared. Lenin's theory of imperialism is, I argue, dia
lectical in the sense that he saw the rise of national liberation move
ments as new historical subjects, as the "dialectical opposite" to the new 
stage of imperialism and monopoly capitalism that he mapped out in 
Imperialism. To show what is new in Lenin's writings on national libera
tion after 1914, I look briefly not only at his earlier work on this topic 
but also at the writings of Marx and Engels, Luxemburg, Karl Kautsky, 
and the Austro-Marxists Otto Bauer and Karl Renner. Finally, I critique 
the limits of Lenin's concept of national liberation. 
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Chapter 6 begins with Lenin's writings in 1917 ... 18, especially his 
most important work, Stole and Revolution. The new concept of subjectiv
ity that he developed in 1917-18, with his analysis of the Paris Com
mune and the Russian soviets as forms of direct democracy, is again 
viewed as in part an outcome of his Hegel studies. The limits of Lenin's 
concept of democracy, both in theory and in practice, are also discussed. 
I argue that, although Lenin did develop a dialectical theory of imperi
alism and national liberation and of the state and revolution, he left 
behind a very ambivalent theoretical legacy. This is in large part because 
he failed to subject one key facet of his pre-1914 Marxism to a dialecti
cal critique: the concept of the vanguard party. That concept vitiated 
much of the liberatory content of his post -1914 Marxism. 

Part 3, "Lenin, Hegel, and Western Marxism," returns directly to the 
issue of dialectics within Marxism. Here the impact specifically of 
Lenin's Hegel Notebooks is traced and analyzed through an examina
tion of the writings of key Western Marxists. Chapter 7 discusses the 
period from Lenin's death to the early 1950s. I take up the circum
stances under which the Hegel Notebooks were first published in 
1929-30 in the Soviet Union, where the debate quickly dried up during 
the period of Stalin's consolidation of power and his attacks on "id.talism." 
The notebooks were soon published in German and French, however. I 
argue that within Central Europe, Lenin's tum to Hegel, known in part 
through his published writings in German by the early 1920s, helped to 
create the atmosphere for the path-breaking work of Lukacs, Korsch, 
and Ernst Bloch on Hegelian Marxism. I also assess what these philoso
phers, who wrote in German, had to say specifically on Lenin's Hegel 
Notebooks. Special attention is given to Lukacs's Young Hegel and Bloch's 
Subjekt-Objekt. In addition, the reasons for Korsch's relative lack of interest 
in the notebooks are examined. The Hegel Notebooks also had an 
impact in France, where Henri Lefebvre introduced them in the 1930s 
with a lengthy essay on Hegel and Marx, an essay that prefigured many 
of the themes of his better-known book, Dialectical MoJerialism. Finally, 
the writings of Dunayevskaya, C. L. R. James, and Grace Lee in the 
United States during the 1940s are examined. These theorists, grouped 
then in the 'Johnson-Forest Tendency," were the first in the United 
States seriously to discuss Lenin's Hegel Notebooks, using Dunayevskaya's 
translation. They were also the first group of Western Marxists to make 
the Hegel Notebooks central to their overall concept of dialectic, viewing 
them as nearly equal in importance to the writings of Marx on dialectics, 
including the 1844 Manuscripts. 

Chapter 8 looks not only at the later writings on Lenin and Hegel by 
Lefebvre in his La Pensee d£ Lenine and Dunayevskaya in her books 
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Marxism and Freedom and Philosophy and Revolution but also at those of 
newer figures in France, Italy, and Germany. By the 1950s and 1960s 
others in France were contributing to the debate from a Hegelian 
Marxist perspective, as was the Frankfurt sociologist Iring Fctscher in 
Germany. This chapter also views at some length the counterarguments 
by Lucio Colletti in Italy and especially by Louis Althusser, the latter in 
his book Lenin and Philosophy. These two philosophers were extremely 
hostile to Hegel and attempted to undermine the earlier readings of 
Lenin's Hegel Notebooks, just as they attacked the even greater interest 
in the 1950s and 1960s in the work of the young Marx. Finally, I look at 
Dunayevskaya's last writings, where she raises serious questions about 
Lenin's reading of Hegel in 1914-15 and makes a sharp critique of his 
overall Marxism. 

This study attempts to open up debate about Lenin's Marxism and 
Marxist theory generally. Lenin's Hegelianism is still relatively unknown, 
and still less is generally known about the relationship of his Hegel 
studies to those of leading Western Marxists. Perhaps today, with the 
collapse of the Soviet Union, it will be more possible to make a sympa
thetic and yet critical assessment of Lenin's work, something that I have 
attempted here. The discussion of Lenin's thought needs to break away 
from the narrow confines of either Marxist-Leninist canonization or 
dismissively hostile Western critiques, something that happened long 
ago with Marx and even with Lenin's fellow revolutionary leaders who 
were also theorists, such as Luxemburg or Trotsky. Perhaps this book 
will also serve as an example of the continuing contemporary relevance 
of dialectical thought, but even if that is not the case for some readers, I 
hope that I have shown the importance of dialectical thinking to Lenin, 
one of the great figures in the history of revolution. 





A Note on Sources and Abbreviations 

To save space, when referring to Lenin's writings or to Hegel's Science 
of Logic, I will, using the abbreviations listed below, give in-text refer
ences in parentheses ( 1 )  to pages in the standard Moscow-based English
language edition of Lenin's CoUected Works, (2) to pages in the most 
recent English translation of the Science of Logic, by Arnold Miller, and 
(3) to the numbered paragraphs found in all editions of Hegel's shorter 
Encyclopedia Logic. I will occasionally modify these translations, however. 
For Lenin I have used the translations in the standard English-language 
edition of the CoUected Works, except with regard to the Hegel Note
books in volume 38. For the notebooks I have usually substituted Raya 
Dunayevskaya's translation, which tends to be more sensitive to Hegelian 
terminology, while still giving references to volume 38 of the CoUected 
Works. With Hegel's Science of Logic I will sometimes modify the Miller 
translation after consulting both the earlier Johnston and Struthers 
translation and the German original (Suhrkamp edition). With Hegel's 
shorter Encyclopedia Logic I have used the new Geraets, Suchting, and 
Harris translation, but I have sometimes modified it after consulting the 
earlier Wallace translation and the German original (Felix Meiner 
edition). A fuller account of these sources is found in the bibliography. 
Finally, all emphasis is in the original text unless otherwise noted. 

Examples of References Used Directly in the Text: 

CW 1 : 1  volume 1 ,  page 1 ,  of Lenin's CoUected Works 
SL 1 page 1 of Hegel's Science of Logic 
EL �1 102 paragraph 102 of Hegel's Encyclopedia Logic (Shorter Logic) 





PART 1 

Lenin on Hegel 
and Dialectics 





1 

The Crisis of\1\brld Marxism in 1914 
and Lenin's Plunge into Hegel 

The outbreak of World War I in 1914 shattered European liberals' 
belief in peaceful and evolutionary progress. To Marxists, however, 
most of whom already believed that capitalism was a violent and warlike 
system, an equally great shock occurred when, yielding to the pressure 
of domestic patriotic sentiment, most of the world's socialist parties, 
including the largest and most important one, the German Social 
Democracy, came out in support of the war policies of their respective 
governments. This meant that French and German socialists, who at 
the 1907 and 1912 congresses of the Second International had voted 
overwhelmingly to oppose any "imperialist" war carried out by their 
"bourgeois" governments, now suddenly faced each other not as com
rades but as combatants, each claiming that its government was only 
defending itself from aggression. So great was the shock to Lenin that 
when he saw a German newspaper report on the German Social 
Democracy's vote to support the war, he initially thought that it was a 
forgery by the Prussian military for propaganda purposes. He soon took 
account of the new situation, however, first changing his place of exile 
from Austrian-ruled Poland to neutral Switzerland. Lenin was part of a 
small band of left-wing socialist leaders that from the outset opposed 
the war and that branded the more established leaders as betrayers of 
the socialist ideal. Its ranks included two prominent leaders of the 
German Social Democracy as well, Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Liebknecht 

Once he arrived in Bern, Lenin moved quickly in two seemingly 
contradictory directions: (1) he spent long weeks in the library engaged 
in daily study of Hegel's writings, especially the Science of Logic, writing 
hundreds of pages of notes on Hegel, and (2) as is much better known, 
he moved toward revolutionary defeatism as being the policy that 
Marxists should have adopted toward the governments of the various 
belligerent countries and called for the establishment of a new inter-
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national. During these months of studying Hegel, he broke with the 
concept of Marxism as a scientific materialism that characterized the 
Second International. This also included a break with his own earlier 
views. 

Although both supporters and critics of Lenin during the Russian 
Revolution attest to his political suppleness and acuity, few if any 
commentators see this as a theoretical question. They simply ascribe it 
to good political judgment, as if this were a biographical fuct having 
little or nothing to do with Lenin's concept of dialectic. Many older 
studies of Russian Marxism have stressed that Lenin was above all a 
political and organizational leader and that theoretical considerations 
were at most secondary in his life and work. I Others have argued that 
Lenin was a serious theorist but that economic and social theory was at 
the center of his concept of Marxism.2 Still others have given some 
weight to his writings on dialectics, especially the Hegel Notebooks (also 
known as the Philosophical Notebooks), 3 but have not seen them as 
decisive to his post-1914 theory and political activity.4 

As valuable as each of these types of studies has been, they tend to 
minimize or even ignore an important aspect of Lenin's theorizing. The 
Hegel Notebooks are important in at least three major ways. �1) They 
are a key to understanding the context of his theorizing after 1914. I will 
argue that Lenin's critical appropriation of Hegelian dialectics in 1914-15 
formed an important part of his theorizing after 1914, not only altering 
his general concept of dialectic, but also becoming part of the ground 
of his better-known writings on imperialism, national liberation, and 
the state and revolution. (2) The Hegel Notebooks are also important in 
themselves as an interesting text on Hegelian dialectics, a hotly debated 
issue in radical and Marxist theory in recent years. (3) Finally, the 
notebooks form an important but usually neglected link between classi
cal Marxism and neo-Marxism. Several years before Georg Lukacs, Karl 
Korsch, and Antonio Gramsci began their major works, Lenin had 
begun to lay the ground for what is often termed Hegelian Marxism. 

To this day Lenin's plunge into Hegel remains one of the least
known aspects of his Marxism, despite nearly six decades of discussion 
of this issue from widely differing standpoints by Western Marxists such 
as Lukacs, Korsch, Ernst Bloch, Henri Lefebvre, Raya Dunayevskaya, C. 
L. R. James, Louis Althusser, Iring Fetscher, and Lucio Colletti, among 
others.5 Lenin's Hegel Notebooks have been available in published form 
in Russian since 1929, in German since 1932, in French since 1938, and 
in English and Italian since 1958, yet they remain relatively obscure. 
This obscurity resulted in part from the fuct that official Soviet Marxists 
and their colleagues outside the Soviet Union downplayed the notebooks. 
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That is not the whole story, however, since the same could be said for 
the work of the young Marx, yet despite (or because of ) Soviet attempts 
to downplay them, Marx's early writings have become a major topic of 
discussion in the West since the 1940s. One possible explanation is that 
our common image of Lenin tends to be that of an activist and an 
organizational leader, the inventor of the concept of the vanguard party 
and the leader of the 1917 revolution. How could something as abstract 
as Hegel studies have been decisive for such a person? Our common 
image of Marx is quite different: an exile intellectual burying himself in 
the British Museum as he wrote his masterwork, CapitaL Both images 
are very one-sided, however. Marx devoted much of his life to political 
activity, playing a major role, for example, in the founding of the First 
International in 1864, during the same period that he was completing 
volume 1 of Capita4 first published in 1867.6 Lenin, however, devoted 
himself to Hegel studies in the midst of the most important political 
and organizational crisis of his life and continued his intensive theoreti
cal studies of imperialism, national liberation, and the state and revolu
tion right up through the Bolshevik Revolution of November 1917. 

Another possible reason for the obscurity of Lenin's Hegel Note
books is that they full outside many of the traditional distinctions that 
have been made between Western Marxism, which is more concerned 
with subjectivity, dialectics, and culture, and official Soviet Marxism, 
which was concerned more narrowly with scientific economism.7 To be 
sure, major distinctions exist between Western Marxism and official 
Soviet Marxist-Leninism, but this study will go beyond that simplis
tic distinction to focus on a work by Lenin that takes up some of the 
themes later associated with Western Marxism. I will argue that Lenin's 
Hegel Notebooks and many of his other post-1914 writings stand closer 
to both the writings of the young Marx and those of Western Marxism 
than to official Marxist-Leninist positions. 

The Significance of the Turn to Hegel 

Lenin was the first Marxist leader or theorist since Marx to undertake 
the type of serious Hegel studies exemplified in the work he did on 
Hegel's Science of Logic from September to December 1914, studies 
that he expanded in 1915 to include other works of Hegel. Even 
though younger Marxist intellectuals such as Lukacs and those of the 

Frankfurt School delved into the same areas from the 1920s on, they for 
the most part tended to keep their dialectical philosophy and sociology 
fur removed from practical politics, especially the type of dialectical 
analysis of politics and economics that Lenin was to carry out in his 
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studies of imperialism, national self-determination, and the state and 
revolution. 

Certainly none of the major Marxist thinkers of the twentieth cen
tury who were also leaders of parties-not Leon Trotsky, Luxemburg, 
Karl Kautsky, or Mao Zedong-with the sole exception of Gramsci (and 
even then those writings were locked away in prison or in party archives 
for many years afterward), had made that "return" to the Hegelian 
dialectic that Marx had called the "source of all dialectic."S Nor did any 
of the younger layer of Bolshevik theoreticians, such as Bukharin or 
Yevgeny Preobrazhensky, make such a move. 

The fact that Lenin refers only occasionally in direct terms to the 
Hegelian dialectic in his published writings and speeches after 1914 did 
not make those references any less jarring to a world of Marxist debate 
that had long before gotten into the well-worn groove of giving empha
sis only to the first part of the term "materialist dialectics." Nonetheless, 
one can see Lenin's public references to Hegel and dialectics here and 
there in the heat of controversy. I will view these more fully later, but I 
offer just one key example here: in the middle of the important 
1920-21 "Trade Union Debate," in which Lenin differed with fellow 
Bolsheviks Trotsky, Nikolai Bukharin, and Alexander Shlyapn�ov over 
the role of trade unions in the new Soviet social order, he suddenly 
declares: "dialectical logic requires that an object be taken in development, 
in change, in 'self-movement' (as Hegel sometimes puts it)" (CW 32:94).9 
Although such remarks are relatively rare in Lenin's published writings 
and speeches, they are merely the tip of the iceberg, for the posthu
mous 1929-30 publication of his 1914-15 notes on Hegel showed his 
Hegel studies to have been quite intensive. I will argue later not only 
that Hegelian dialectics played a central role in Lenin's notes on 
philosophy for private use but also that these notes also had an impor
tant relationship to his major post-1914 writings, beginning with his 
1915-16 writings on imperialism and national liberation. 

The significance of Lenin's Hegel studies has been hotly debated for 
many years. On the one hand, in the words of Raya Dunayevskaya, the 
Hegelian Marxist who first translated Lenin's Hegel Notebooks into 
English: "He began reading Hegel's Science of Logic. It formed the 
philosophic foundation for the great divide in Marxism. His Philosophic 
Notebooks show how completely he reorganized his conception of the 
relationship between the materialistic or economic forces, and the 
human, subjective forces, the relationship between science and human 
activity."lO On the other hand, the French structuralist Marxist Louis 
Althusser, although not attempting to minimize Lenin's interest in 
Hegel, nonetheless reaches the conclusion that Lenin learned virtually 
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nothing from Hegel. Althusser writes that despite hundreds of pages of 
notes and months of study in 1914-15, "basically Lenin did not need to 
read Hegel in order to understand him, because he had already 
understood Hegel, having closely read and understood Marx."ll This 
point of view, however, tinged as it sometimes is with an almost violent 
anti-Hegelianism, does not shed much light on why Lenin did tum to 
an intensive study of Hegel in 1914. My own view, the reader will see, 
tends to follow that of Dunayevskaya. 

Marxism and Hegel before 1914 

To grasp both the context and the novelty of Lenin's Hegel studies, it is 
important to look at how the relationship between Marxism and Hegel 
had developed before that time. In the following discussion I will touch 
very briefly on four sets of writings: Marx's critique of Hegel, especially 
in the Economic and PhikJsophicol Manuscripts of 1844, which were not 
published until the late 1920s and thus unknown to Lenin; Engels's 
development of a scientistic critique of Hegel; Georgi Plekhanov's 
further development of Engels's conceptions for Russian Marxism; and 
Lenin's pre-1914 writings on the Hegel-Marx relationship, which were 
influenced to a great extent by the writings of Engels and Plekhanov. 

Marx� "Critique of the Hegelian Dialectic" ( 1844) 

Marx's "Critique of the Hegelian Dialectic," which forms the concluding 
essay in the 1844 ManusC7ipt5, is his most detailed critique of Hegel's 
concept of dialectic and, as Dunayevskaya has argued, the place where 
"we find that we have been made witness to the origination of the 
Marxian dialectic, historical materialism."l2 The year before Marx had 
sharply critiqued Hegel's political philosophy, writing lengthy notes 
and an article on the PhikJsophy of Right, 13 but in 1844 he returned to 
Hegel's work, especially the PhenomenokJgy of Mind (1807).14 During this 
period Marx was beginning also to criticize Ludwig Feuerbach, whose 
writings had exerted a great influence on the Left Hegelians in Germany 
in the 1840s. Marx assesses Feuerbach at the beginning of his 1844 essay 
on Hegel, where he distinguishes him from many of the Young Hegelians 
by writing that "Feuerbach is the only one who has a serious, C7'itical 
relation to the Hegelian dialectic" and that he "laid the foundation of 
genuine materialism and real science."I5 

This is where Marx begins his critique, however, not where he ends it 
Unfortunately, many commentators in the English-speaking world have 
missed Marx's sharp critique ofFeuerbach and return to Hegel in 1844. 
In one otherwise very good edition of the writings of the young Marx 



8 I Lenin on Hegel and Dialectics 

published in the 1960s, the editors go so far as to place the 1844 
Manuscripts under the heading "Feuerbachian Criticism of Hegel."l6 To 
be sure, Feuerbach's anthropological standpoint, his critique of religion, 
and his attempted inversion of Hegel's idealistic standpoint each were 
taken up to some degree by the young Marx. Especially important here 
was Feuerbach's notion that "Hegel thinks all objects only as predicates 
of thought which thinks itself,"l7 a critique of the sometimes abstract char
acter of Hegelian idealism. Nonetheless, as one very careful non-Marxist 
scholar, Nicholas Lobkowicz, showed nearly three decades ago, Feuer
bach's "influence would seem to be far less than is generally believed": 

The overestimation of Marx's dependence on Feuerbach is due, on the 
one hand, to the fuct that for many decades the Hdy Family was the only 
known writing by the "early Marx," and, on the other hand, to Engels' 
statement of 1895 that after the publication of the Essence of Christianity 
( 1841) they all were "for the present, Feuerbachians." Since the publica
tion of Marx's literary remains 18 in the 1930s it has become increasingly 
more obvious that Marx's enthusiasm for Feuerbach, if one can speak of 
enthusiasm at all, was comparatively short-lived and that from the very 
beginning it was not without critical overtones.19 

Let us now look at how, as Herbert Marcuse argues in an early analysis 
of the "Critique of the Hegelian Dialectic," Marx in this essay "reaches 
back beyond Feuerbach to Hegel."20 

Marx returns to Hegel by embracing one of Hegel's key concepts, the 
negation of the negation, despite Feuer bach's dismissal of this concept 
as essentially theological. To Marx, the "thoroughly negative and critical 
character" (308) of Hegel's philosophy is what makes it historical and 
revolutionary: "But inasmuch as Hegel comprehends the negation of 
the negation in accordance with a positive relation, which is immanent 
in it ... to that extent he has discovered, though only as an abstract, 
logical and specvlative expression, the movement of history" (305). This 
is because Hegel has caught, albeit in abstract form, the concept of 
alienation. This, according to Marx, means that Hegel "grasps the es
sence of labor" (309) as a creative activity because, especially in his 
Phenomenology, he develops a "dialectic of negativity as the moving and 
creating principle" (309) of human society and history. Feuer bach, Marx 
complains, misses the revolutionary and critical character of Hegel's 
concept of negativity: "Feuerbach regards the negation of the negation 
only as the contradiction of philosophy with itself, as philosophy which 
affirms Theology" (305). To Marx, however, Hegel's concept of negativity 
is a powerf ul source for a revolutionary critique of capitalist society. 

At the same time, Marx critiques the abstract and dehumanized 
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character of Hegel's idealistic standpoint, writing-that for Hegel "only 
the mind is the true essence of human beings [Menschen]" (308).21 This 
is so because Hegel holds to the abstract philosopher's stance that 
alienation can be overcome at the level of thought. Much of Marx's 
critique focuses on the chapter entitled "Absolute Knowledge," with 
which Hegel concludes the PhenomenoWg;y, and Marx announces that 
he will "present in a detailed fashion the one-sidedness and the limita
tion of Hegel" (310) by taking up this chapter. To Marx, one of Hegel's 
key errors is that he "regards human essence, the human being, as 
equal to self-consciousru!ss" and that therefore all forms of alienation are 
to Hegel "no more than alienation of self-consciousness" (311 ). 

Contrasting it to (but also drawing on) Hegd's concern with con
sciousness and other mental capacities, Marx develops his own humanist 
dialectic, putting "the actual, corporeal human being, standing on firm 
and well rounded earth, inhaling and exhaling all natural forces" (313), 
at the center of his concept of dialectic. Despite this seeming dismissal 
of Hegel's idealism, however, Marx writes a bit further in the same 
paragraph of the positive features of this same idealism. Marx here 
stresses the unity of idealism and materialism rather than the positivist 
scientific materialism found in the writings of so many of his followers. 
He writes of "a thorough-going Naturalism or Humanism" that "distin
guishes itself both from idealism and materialism, and is, at the same 
time, the truth uniting both" (313). Such a notion of the unity of 
idealism and materialism contrasts sharply with the scientific material
ism of orthodox Marxism. 

Another problem, Marx remarks, is Hegel's tendency to hold back 
from drawing the really radical conclusions flowing from his concept of 
negativity: "In Hegel, the negation of the negation is, therefore, not the 
confirmation of true essence, namely, through negation of apparent 
essence [Scheinwesens], but the confirmation of apparent essence, or of 
alienated essence" (317). Hegel arrives at this position because he stops 
short of posing concretely the positive overcoming of alienation. Marx 
here also criticizes sharply the element of reconciliation in one of 
Hegel's core concepts, that of sublation [A�bung]:22 "Therefore sublating 
plays a peculiar role, in which both negation and preservation or 
affirmation are united" (317-18). In this critique of Hegel's use of the 
concept of sublation, Marx is objecting also to Hegel's conservative 
political conclusions in the Pmlosophy of Right. 

Despite this apparent dismissal of Hegel's concept of sublation, Marx 
· returns to it when a few paragraphs later he discusses what he terms 

"the positive moments of the Hegelian dialectic" (319). These positive 
moments include "sublating as an objective movement" (319), which 
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leads Marx in tum to the articulation of his own concept, not found in 
Hegel, of a "positive Humanism, beginning from itself' (320). This does 
not mean, however, that Hegel totally misses such a concept, for a bit 
further on, Marx writes that "insofar as he grasps the meaning of the 
positive sense of the negation related to itself," Hegel does show a grasp 
of the material, corporeal world because "he considers labor to be the 
self-productive act of human beings" (320). Then Marx returns directly 
to a discussion of Hegel's absolutes, this time the absolute idea in the 
Science of Logic. The absolute idea, he writes, "is nothing else than mere 
abstraction" (322), in large part because Hegel in the end "separates 
thinking from the subject" (323). Like the rest of the pieces in Marx's 
1844 Manu.scnpts, this essay on Hegel is unfinished, and it breaks off just 
as he begins to discuss absolute mind in Hegel's Philosophy of Mind. 
Therefore we cannot know what con<;lusion Marx would have made on 
Hegel's absolutes. 

Throughout this remarkable essay Marx goes back and forth between 
an appreciation of the revolutionary character of Hegel's dialectic and a 
critique of Hegel's dehumanized form of idealism. Nowhere in this 
critique does Marx propose anything resembling the scientific material
ism of orthodox Marxism. In fact, in an explicit critique of tfie stand
point of natural science, Marx writes elsewhere in the 1844 Manu.scnpts 
that although the "natural sciences have developed an enormous activ
ity and have appropriated for themselves a constantly expanding sub
ject matter," they have also developed in an alienated form, separated 
from life: "To have one basis for life and another for science is a priori a 
lie."23 

Although Marx refined and developed his thought in the following 
forty years, the concept of dialectic worked out in 1 844 remained the 
foundation of his mature work. This can be seen in the radical human
ism of the Grundrisse or in his use of Hegel's concept of the negation of 
the negation in the concluding chapter of Capital, where Marx uses 
Hegel's concept to discuss what he views as the impending social 
revolution, wherein "the expropriators are expropriated." Earlier, he 
writes, the rise of capitalism resulted in the expropriation of the peas
antry from their land, turning them into proletarians. This was the first 
negation, which would lead in its tum to its own negation. Using 
Hegelian language, Marx writes that if this were to occur, the expropria
tion of the capitalists by the working people would constitute the 
"negation of the negation."24 

As noted earlier, in Cap ital Marx terms the Hegelian dialectic the 
"source of all dialectic." He also expresses some key differences with 
Hegel in an afterword to the 1872 second German edition of Capital, 
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where he writes that his book is grounded in "the dialectical method" 
and that 

my dialectical method is, in its foundations, not only different from the 
Hegelian, but exactly opposite to it. . . .  I criticized the mystificatory side 
of the Hegelian dialectic nearly thirty years ago, when it was still the 
fu.shion. But just when I was working at the first volume of Capital, the 
ill-humored, arrogant and mediocre epigones who now talk large in 
educated German circles began to take pleasure in treating Hegel . . .  as a 
"dead dog." I therefore openly avowed myself the pupil of that mighty 
thinker, and even here and there in the chapter on the theory of value, 
coquetted with the mode of expression peculiar to him. 

Marx writes further that Hegel's dialectic "must be inverted, in order to 
discover the rational kernel within the mystical shell." If that is done, 
the dialectic becomes "in its essence critical and revolutionary."25 

As we have seen, Marx tended to dismiss Hegel's absolutes in the 
1844 Manuscripts, but that work was left unfinished, as was his discus
sion of those absolutes. In his mature work he develops his own 
concept of the absolute, referring for example in the Grundrisse to the 
historical development of human capacities and needs as "the absolute 
movement of becoming."26 In Capital, when h e  conceptualizes the 
tendency of capitalist society to divide into, on the one hand, those who 
control the ever-increasing social wealth and, on the other, the working 
class and the unemployed "reserve army of labor," whose constituents 
experience "misery" and "torture," he calls this process "the absolute 
general law of capitalist accumulatio�."27 Dunayevskaya has assessed 
Marx's concept of the absolute as follows: 

It is true, of course, that Marx had to break with Hegel's Absolutes before 
he could discover the materialist conception of history. But this hardly 
explains Marx's return to Hegel . . .  where Hegel's Absolutes are always 
"syntheses," unities-of history and philosophy, of theory and practice, of 
subject and object-Marx's are always total diremptions -absolute irrecon
cilable contradictions, whether that be of technical base and social 
character, or of accumulation of capital at one pole and misery and 
unemployment at the other, or of dead labor versus living labor. Where 
Hegel's Absolutes are always high points, Marx's are always collapses . . . .  And 
where Hegel's Absolutes seem achievable within the existing framework, 
Mar.t:S tear up the existing society by its roots. 28 

This suggests that although Marx's absolutes may have been rooted in 
Hegel, that rootedness came through a real process of Auflu!bung, or 
sublation, one where, at least on the surface, there is less identity than 
difference with Hegel. 
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Unfortunately, the writings of the young Marx lay for the most part 
unpublished and unread by the Second International, which rendered 
the context of the preceding notions obscure. Not only was this true 
with regard to Marx's reference in Capitol to writings "nearly thirty years 
ago," very likely his "Critique of the Hegelian Dialectic," where his 
position on Hegel is elaborated most fully, but it also meant that the 
background to Marx's briefer references to the absolute in Capital was 
missed. In this failure to publish or even study in the archives Marx's 
early writings, the Second International followed Engels, who had not 
encouraged their publication.29 Even when some fragments of the 
young Marx's work were published around the tum of the century, the 
leading Second International theorists did not seriously rethink their 
own scientific materialist concept of dialectics. By 1901, in reviewing a 
collection of Marx's youthful writings, even an original and creative 
theorist such as Luxemburg wrote dismissively of the "painful inade
quacy of his idealistic world conception:' In a curious procedure, one 
that has been followed by many "orthodox" Marxists ever since, she 
imposed her own scientific materialist conception of "Marxism" on 
Marx's early work, found that Marx does not agree with it, and therefore 
pronounced the young Marx "idealist" and pre-Marxist. Luxemburg 
also stressed, following Engels, that it was only Hegel's metho�, not his 
system, that was relevant to the development of Marx's mature theory.30 
After the Russian Revolution a full edition of Marx's works finally began 
to appear, only to be stopped short by Stalin, who had its editor, David 
Riazanov, executed. 

Engels's Ludwig Feuerbach (1886) 

Engels, whose views on philosophical issues tended to dominate the 
Second International, especially since Marx's most philosophical writ
ings had not been published, was far more enamored of natural science 
than was Marx and tended to view many issues in a manner similar to 
positivism. He did not reject Hegel; instead, as the German Marx 
scholar Iring Fetscher writes, "in the case of Friedrich Engels the two 
concepts of science (namely, the Hegelian and the positivist) are still 
amalgamated in a rather conf used manner of which the author himself 
is not properly aware."31 This problem can be seen fuirly easily in 
Engels's influential essay on dialectics, Ludwig Feuerbach and the End of 
Clrusicol German Philosophy, first published in 1886, three years after 
Marx's death. My concern here is not so much Engels's discussion of 
Feuerbach but rather the occasion that this essay gave him to sketch out 
wh�t he evidently considered to be a general view of the problem of 
dialectics for Marxism. Engels was certainly familiar with the whole of 
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Hegel's work, having been, along with Marx, a Young Hegelian in 
Germany in the 1840s. Nonetheless, he does not discuss the P�, 
the Science of Logic, or any of Hegel's other major philosophical works 
in any detail but instead concentrates more on Hegel's political 
philosophy. He argues that despite its apparent conservatism, Hegel's 
concept of historical necessity means not only that the real is rational 
but also that, over time, "all that exists deserves to perish."32 

It is in this essay that Engels makes his famous distinction between 
method and system in Hegel's philosophy. In a discussion of differences 
between Left and Right Hegelians in 1840s Germany, he writes: "Whoever 
placed the emphasis on the Hegelian system could be fairly conservative 
in both spheres [religion and politics]; whoever regarded the dialectical 
method as the main thing could belong to the most extreme opposition, 
both in religion and politics" (363). 

This schematic elaboration, vulgarized further by later theorists, be
came an excuse for post-Marx Marxists to avoid grappling directly with 
Hegel's work. An especially pernicious part of Hegel's system, writes 
Engels, is "the absolute idea," which, he maintains, includes a notion 
of "the end of history" (360). Here, he claims, "the whole dogmatic 
content of the Hegelian system is declared to be absolute truth, in 
contradiction to his dialectical method, which dissolves all that is 
dogmatic" (361 ). 

Although Engels takes Hegel seriously, the preceding statement 
could be (and was) read to imply that Marxists need not study Hegel 
directly, especially when combined with the following passage: "With 
Hegel philosophy comes to an end altogether; on the one hand, 
because in his system he sums up its whole development in the most 
splendid fashion; and on the other hand, because, even if unconsciously, 
he shows us the way out of the labyrinth of systems to real positive 
cognition of the world" (362). Thus, to Engels, philosophy ends with 
Hegel, and the task of the future is positive and scientific knowledge, 
albeit with occasional reference to the word dialectics. Because philoso
phy has come to an end, dialectics is something merely to be applied, 
not delved into and developed anew for each generation of Marxists. 
The future lies in scientific materialism. 

Far from seriously critiquing Feuerbach, as had Marx in 1844, for 
having dismissed key dialectical categories such as the negation of the 
negation,33 Engels praises Feuerbach for placing "materialism on the 
throne again" (364). In fact, writes Engels, even Feuerbach is ultimately 
wrong because his philosophy also ends in idealism. This leads Engels 
to his second schematization, one that was to haunt post-Marx Marxism 
even more than the dichotomy of system and method. He writes that 
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the "question of thinking and being" was h istorically the central one for 
philosophers and that "the answers which the philosophers gave to 
this question split them into two great camps. Those who asserted the 
primacy of the mind over nature and, therefore, in the last instance, 
assumed world creation in some form or other . . .  comprised the camp 
of idealism. The others, who regarded nature as primary, belong to the 
various schools of materialism" (366). Thus, to be a Marxist in philosophy, 
the main thing is to choose materialism over idealism. Further, Hegel's 
idealistic dialectic can be "inverted," since "ultimately, the Hegelian 
system represents merely a materialism idealistically turned upside 
down" (368). Hegel's dialectic, which stands on its head, can be "placed 
upon its feet" (383), on firm materialist ground. Here Engels is taking a 
single statement in Marx's 1873 afterword to Capital and making it into 
a universal. In his own critique of Hegel, whether in 1844 or 1873, Marx 
is far subtler and expresses more openly his great intellectual debt to 
Hegel than does Engels. 

Even though Engels criticizes mechanical materialism, it is still pre
sumably on the correct side, opposed to "the camp of idealism." To 
become dialectical, mechanical materialism mainly has to begin to 
"comprehend the world as a process" (370). Engels suggests that echani
cal materialism can become dialectical by internalizing not Hegelian 
dialectics but rather the latest discoveries of the natural sciences, such 
as cell biology, physics, and chemistry, each of which show matter as a 
process rather than as a merely static entity. 

Such is the overall conclusion of Engels's essay, even though when it 
was published, he appended to i t  Marx's "Theses on Feuerbach" ( 1845), 
the first thesis of which states: "The chief defect of all previous 
materialism-that of Feuerbach included-is that the things [Gegenstand], 
reality, sensuousness, are conceived only in the form of the object or of 
contemplation, but not as seruuow human activity, practice, not subjectively. 
Hence, in contradistinction to materialism, the active side was set forth 
abstractly by idealism-which of course does not know rea� sensuous 
activity as such."34 Far from choosing between "two camps," idealism 
and materialism, Marx here once again seems to see some type of 
interrelationship of materialism and idealism, with the latter helping to 
develop subjectivity and the active side of the dialectic. When this 
material is read in isolation from his then unpublished 1844 Manu5Cript5, 
however, and as a mere appendix to Engels's Ludwig Feuerbach, the key 
differences between Marx and Engels on dialectics and on the relation
ship between idealism and material ism tend to be obscured. That was 
true for the whole generation of Marxists who came after Engels, in
cluding Lenin. 

m
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What tended to be remembered from Marx's "Theses on Feuerbach" 
was not the preceding critique of materialism but the eleventh thesis, as 
edited by Eng�ls, which states: "The philosophers have only interpreted 
the world in various ways; the point, however, is to change it" In an 
unpardonable editorial decision, Engels took it on himself to add the 
word "however" [ aber] in the second clause, which, even if unintentionally 
so, gives the whole thesis a more activist, antiphilosophical tone. Marx's 
point is severely distorted, but the edited version does seem to buttress 
Engels's own view of the "end of philosophy." Marx's original version 
was not published until 1924.35 Engels was more correct than he or his 
fol lowers knew when he wrote in a footnote to Ludwig Feuerbach: "Marx 
was a genius; we others were at best talented" (382).36 

Plekhan(J'(} 's 1891 Essay on Hegd 

In general, Georgi Plekhanov, for many years the most important 
Russian Marxist theoretician, takes over Engels's views on Hegel, but he 
sets a somewhat different tone for the debate, for he does stress the 
importance of studying Hegel directly and considers Hegel a m,Yor 
precursor of Marx. The French Hegel scholar Guy Planty-Bonjour goes 
so fur as to argue that Plekhanov "rehabilitated" Hegel from the scorn 
that had been heaped on his work by both Russian populists and Social 
Democrats.37 Whereas Engels emphasizes positivism and natural science, 
Plekhanov gives greater stress to the historical and evolutionary ele
ments within Hegel's own philosophy. Ue really tries to "read" Hegel 
materialistically, seemingly following Engels's advice to stand Hegel on 
his feet, but he does so without taking up, as Lenin was later to 
complain in his Hegel Notebooks, major works on the dialectic proper, 
such as the Science of Logic. Unlike some of the other leading theorists of 
the Second International, such as Kautsky, Eduard Bernstein, and the 
Austro-Marxists, however, Plekhanov vigorously opposes neo-Kantianism, 
holding Hegel in fur higher esteem than he does Kant.38 

These elements can be seen in one of Plekhanov's m,Yor statements 
on Hegel-in fuct, the only essay directly on Hegel by a major Marxist 
theorist during the whole period from Marx's death to 1 9 14.  Entitled 
"For the Sixtieth Anniversary of Hegel's Death" and published in 189 1 ,  
i t  appeared i n  the foremost Marxist theoretical journal o f  the period, 
the German Social Democracy's Neue Zeit, and it won praise from both 
Engels and Kautsky. At the beginning of the article Plekhanov expresses 
his intellectual debt to Engels, writing that his own essay was guided "by 
the hand of a master," that of Engels.39 It is in this essay that Plekhanov 
coins the term "dialectical materialism." Marx never employs the phrase; 
it is Plekhanov's own construct 
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Plekhanov begins his essay by stressing that "Hegel's philosophy 
formed and steeled the thinking" ( 40 1 )  of many revolutionary thinkers, 
including Marx and Engels. A giant in his own lifetime, Hegel was by 
1 89 1  disparaged by the educated classes, yet Plekhanov forecasts that a 
revival of interest in his work is sure to come. To Plekhanov, Hegel's 
greatness as a thinker lies in the fact that "for Hegel, philosophy was 
nothing more than the intellectual expression of its time" (405). This is 
true not only of philosophy but also of "religion and law . . .  art, and 
even technology" (406). In addition, Hegel's concept of stages of histori
cal development fascinates Plekhanov. Although Hegel is clearly an 
idealist, one should not "limit one's criticism of Hegel's philosophy of 
history to scornfully shrugging one's shoulders at its extreme idealism" 
( 408). Instead, Hegel can teach Marxists "consistency of thought" ( 408). 

Plekhanov then takes up some of the major themes of Hegel's 
Philosophy of History and Philosophy of Right, reading them materialistically. 
He stresses that much of Hegel's description of the differences between 
the various ancient civilizations is grounded in material and political 
factors rather than only spiritual and mental ones. This, he says, is also 
true of Hegel's account of the Protestant Reformation: "Thus, Hegel 
puts us on the way to the materialist conception of history . . . . E:lipressing 
it in the terms used by Hegel, we can say that materialism is the truth of 
idealism . . . .  The greatest idealist seems to have set the task of clearing 
the road for materialism" (4 12 ) .  In particular, argues Plekhanov, Hegel 
often stresses "economic development" ( 416 )  as a key to historical 
change. Because of this grounding in economic and material factors, 
"Hegel's absolute idealism was very far from the naive idealism of the 
Enlightenment" ( 4 1 7). 

Plekhanov is fascinated by Hegel's use of geographic factors to 
describe ancient civilizations, and on this point Plekhanov's theorizing 
is, in terms of Marxist theory, both original and flawed. As the Tho mist 
Marx scholar Gustav Wetter writes: "A crucial defect of Plekhanov's 
historical materialism is also discernible in the exaggerated influence 
he attaches to the geographical factor. . . .  Plekhanov eventually comes 
to regard Marxism as 'Darwinism in its application to social science.' "40 
Plekhanov's emphasis on geography is part of an overall evolutionist 
perspective, but even here, Plekhanov is only exaggerating something 
already present in Engels, who in his speech at Marx's grave side 
compared Marx to Darwin: 'just as Darwin discovered the law of 
development of nature, so Marx discovered the law of development of 
human history."41 

For it is not only on geographic factors but also more generally that 
Plekhanov reduces the dialectics of negativity and of the subject to an 
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evolutionary "monist" concept of fixed laws of historical development 
"Thanks to Marx, materialist philosophy has been elevated to an integral, 
harmonious and consistent world outlook. . . .  Like Hegel, he saw human 
history as a process conforming to laws and independent of man's 
arbitrariness; . . .  like Hegel, he endeavored to trace to a universal and 
single source all the acting and interacting forces of social life. But he 
found that source not in the absolute spirit, but in . . .  economic 
development" (422). Combining this schematic economism with the 
notion that ideas are a mere reflection of the material world, Plekhanov 
has created something that he dubs "dialectical materialism," defining 
its central tenet as "the truth that people make history unconsciously," 
because not "man's will" but "material productive forces" determine "the 
course of history" (422). 

This evolutionist and scientistic reading of Hegel and Marx is softened 
slightly in the concluding pages of the essay, where Plekhanov attempts 
to separate himself a little from evolutionism: "It is sometimes said that 
the standpoint of dialectics is identical with that of evolution . . . .  Never
theless between them there is a profound and important difference . . . . 
They [evolutionists] want to prove that there are no leaps either in 
nature or history. Dialectics, on the other hand, knows full well that in 
nature and also in human thought and history leaps are inevitable" 
(423). Not only is this a rather tepid and qualified critique of evolutionism, 
but more important, Plekhanov's concept of "leaps" is barren of any 
notion of a human subject Following Engels, but taking the latter's 
evolutionism further, Plekhanov has constructed a dialectical material
ism in which the human subject almost disappears. His materialist 
reading of Hegel is accomplished by avoiding Hegel's key works on 
dialectics in fuvor of his historical and political writings. In so doing, he 
unwittingly reverses the process of Marx's own confrontation with Hegel, 
for Marx had in 1843 scathingly attacked Hegel's political philosophy as 
essentially conservative, whereas in 1 844, as noted earlier, he found 
elements out of which to construct a revolutionary dialectic in one of 
Hegel's most abstract works, the Plu!rumu!rwlogy of Mind. Missing completely 
from Plekhanov's 1 89 1  reading of Hegel are key dialectical categories 
such as the negation of the negation, the needed unity of idealism and 
materialism, or even the concept of contradiction.42 

Lenin and Hegel before 1 9 14 

Before 1 9 1 4  Lenin held to the concept of dialectical materialism as 
elaborated by Engels and Plekhanov. In his first major published work, 
What the "Friends of the People" Are, and How They Rght the Social Democraf.5 
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( 1894), written when he was only twenty-four years old, Lenin makes his 
seemingly sharpest attack against Hegelian dialectics. He quotes approv
ingly the following statement made in the 1870s by the Populist Nikolai 
Mikhailovsky: "If we remove from Capital the heavy, unnecessary lid of 
Hegelian dialectics then, apart from the other merits of this essay, we 
shall observe in it splendidly elaborated material for an answer to the 
general question of the relation of the forms to the material conditions 
of their existence, and the excellent formulation of this question for a 
definite sphere" (C W 1: 180). In this same essay, Lenin also argues that in 
the 1873 afterword to Capital, "Marx says plainly that his method is the 
'direct opposite' of Hegel's method" (CW 1 :167). Much has been made 
of these statements of the young Lenin, especially by the extreme 
anti-Hegelian Marxists Althusser and Colletti, who have argued that 
Lenin showed a profound and essentially correct grasp of Hegel in 
1894.43 

One problem with such an interpretation is that the context of 
Lenin's preceding statements seems to show that his purpose there is 
not to make a broad assessment of Hegel's work. For example, he never 
quotes Hegel directly, apparently not having read him yet His purpose 
is far more limited. He is attempting to defend Marx from Mikha4lovsky's 
new charge in the 1890s that Marx's method was determined by Hegelian 
dialectics and is therefore false and distorted.44 In 1894 Lenin was 
interested not so much in attacking Hegel as in showing what he 
thought was an embarrassing inconsistency in his opponent's position. 
Lenin quotes Mikhailovsky's statement to prove that the latter once 
believed that Marx's Capital was based "on an exposition of . . .  materialism" 
(C W 1:180), something that Mikhailovsky seems to deny by 1894. 

A close reading of Lenin's 1894 book shows that he nowhere endorses 
Mikhailovsky's 1877 view that the "heavy, unnecessary lid of Hegelian 
dialectics" mars Capital. Such a position, is, however, similar to that of 
Althusser and Colletti, which is probably why they have given this 
quotation great emphasis in their discussions on Lenin and HegeL 
Nonetheless, I see no evidence that Lenin is taking such an extreme 
anti-Hegelian stance here. He is simply affirming a standard orthodox 
Marxist position of the day. He is, similar to Engels and Plekhanov, a 
convinced scientific materialist who sees the main division in philoso
phy as that between the two camps of idealism and materialism. Although 
Marx's dialectic is accordingly the direct opposite of Hegel's, nowhere 
does Lenin call for the removal of Hegelian influences from Capital, 
nor does he deny categorically that Hegel exercised a significant influ
ence on Marx's mature work. Rather, he argues that Marx took over and 
transformed Hegel's idealist dialectic into a materialist one. 
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This argument is seen in Lenin's 1896 memorial article on Engels, 
where he writes that Engels was "a follower" of Hegel in the 1840s. In 
that article he also discusses Hegel's general importance for Marxism: 

Although Hegel himself was an admirer of the autocratic Prussian state, 
in whose service he was a professor at Berlin University, Hegel's teachings 
were revolutionary. Hegel's taith in human reason and its rights, and the 
fundamental thesis of Hegelian philosophy that the universe is undergo
ing a constant process of change and development, led some of the 
disciples of the Berlin philosopher-those who refused to accept the 
existing situation-to the idea that the struggle against this situation, the 
struggle against existing wrong and prevalent evil, is also rooted in the 
universal law of human development. (CW 2:21) 

Thus, the young Lenin is hardly dismissing or rejecting Hegel; he is, 
similar to Plekhanov, a bit more enthusiastic about Hegel than were the 
leading theoreticians of the Second International. 

Lenin's next important discussion of dialectics came fourteen years 
later, in Materiali5m and Empirio-Criticism ( 1908), a polemic against A. A. 
Bogdanov,45 a Bolshevik theorist who attempted to connect Marxism to 
empiriocriticism, a branch of positivism developed around the tum of 
the century by the philosophe�s Ernst Mach and Richard Avenarius.46 
In this controversy Lenin's position is no less positivist and scientistic 
than is that of Bogdanov and the philosophers of empiriocriticism. In 
addition, the vituperative and scholastic style of Lenin's book gives it a 
well-deserved reputation for crudity and dogmatism.47 

Although this work became famous after Lenin's death, Materiali5m 
and Empirio-Critirum was hardly, then or later, "the theoretical prepara
tion for the Bolshevik Party," as the official Moscow preface claims (CW 
14:11). If  this was also Lenin's view, then it is surprising that his brief 
1921 chronology, "Notes on the History of the R.C.P. [Russian Commu
nist Party]," written for Bukharin, does not even list the year 1908, and 
the years 1909-1910 are simply titled "liquidationism" (CW 36:553). In 
Lenin's eyes, evidently, this is no fundamental work but rather the 
product of an obscure polemic inside Bolshevism during the years of 
despair and defeat that followed the 1905 revolution. When he allowed 
the book to be republished in 1920, Lenin did write that its subject 
matter was "the philosophy of Marxism, dialectical materialism." However, 
he makes it clear that this was not so much "in general" or for the world 
Marxist movement but rather mainly in reference to a critique of his 
old opponent Bogdanov's concept of "proletarian culture," which was 
gaining a following among Soviet youth and intellectuals in the early 
1920s (CW 14:21). Lenin seemed in no hurry to publish the book in the 
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West during his lifetime; it did not appear there in translations until 
1 927, after Lenin's death and just a few years before the Hegel Note
books appeared in German and French. Given that fuct, the tenacity 
with which both Leninists and anti-Leninists hold to this early book as 
the main or even the sole expression of Lenin on philosophy is indeed 
striking. This attitude tells a great deal about them and little about 
Lenin, and it tells nothing at all about the crucial philosophic break 
that, as I am arguing here, helped to give direction to the actual theory 
and politics of the 1 9 1 7  revolution. Official Soviet-based editions 
unfortunately confused the matter even further for many years by 
publishing the quite innovative essay "On Dialectics" ( 1 9 1 5) as an "ad
dendum" to Mate1ialism and Empirio-C1itici5m and wrongly attributing 
it to the years 1 9 12-19 14, before Lenin studied Hegel intensively. 

David Joravsky has already done the painstaking work necessary to 
cut Matmalism and Empirio-Critici5m down to size and put it in its proper 
context As Joravsky shows, the book does not spell out anywhere the 
Stalinist concept of "partyness in philosophy." More than that, for the 
five years before the breakup in 1 908, Lenin's Bolsheviks had several 
prominent "Machists" working relatively harmoniously within the faction's 
leadership, as did the Mensheviks, to a lesser extent.48 And akbough 
Lenin's attack on Machism in Matmali5m and Empirio-Criticism is both 
dogmatic and a vulgarization of Marxism, and certainly narrowly 
materialist, there is little that is original about the philosophical posi
tions Lenin espouses there. They are the standard Plekhanov-type 
"dialectical materialism." In addition, fur from Lenin being previously 
intolerant of "unorthodox" philosophical ideas among intellectuals in 
his Bolshevik faction, the reverse is tn.ie. Joravsky shows at great length 
that it was Lenin's Bolsheviks who for years tolerated the Machist 
Bogdanov in the leadership, and the final breakup in 1908 was only 
partially because of "philosophy." In fuct,Joravsky shows that, unlike the 
Mensheviks, who viewed philosophic questions in a manner not sub
stantially different from Plekhanov,49 the Bolsheviks maintained for 
years a deliberate policy of neutrality on philosophical issues, which by 
common agreement were not discussed in their publications. 

Even when, with the publication of Matmalism and Empirio-Critici5m, 
philosophy became an issue in the argument between Lenin and 
Bogdanov, this was linked to the fact that Plekhanov and another 
Menshevik theorist, P. B. Akselrod, had begun to attack the Bolsheviks 
for Machism. In the Mensheviks' account, the Bolsheviks combined 
"un-Marxist" Leninist "ultra-revolutionism" with an anti-Marxist philoso
phy, Machism. When the Menshevik leaders added that Lenin's indiffer
ence to, and even ignorance of, philosophy simply left the field within 
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Bolshevism to Bogdanov and Machism, Lenin apparently decided to 
write his own philosophical work separating himself from Machism. 
Perhaps the final straw came in 1908, when Neue Zei� the most presti
gious journal in the world Marxist movement (and which never pub
lished Lenin), published Bogdanov's article "Ernst Mach and Revolution." 
As Joravsky points out: "In a little preface the translator informed the 
German audience that the Russians had unfortunately made a political 
issue of Mach: the Bolsheviks had made his philosophy the basis of 
their faction, while the Mensheviks defended the materialism of Spinoza 
and Holbach."50 Perhaps even this would have been allowed to pass by 
Lenin had not Bogdanov and he at this very time entered into a major 
political quarrel over whether to abstain from the tsar's limited parlia
mentary elections. Bogdanov wanted to keep abstention as a tendency 
within Bolshevism, whereas Lenin wanted to break with abstentionism 
very firmly. Possibly he attacked Bogdanov to reunite with the "party 
Mensheviks" of the "orthodox Center" of Menshevism, as exemplified 
by Plekhanov, who also opposed abstentionism. 51 

Thus, Materialism and Empirio-Critici5m, far from being a specifically 
Leninist original work on philosophy, was intended instead as a 
reaffirmation of standard Second International Marxist orthodoxy on 
the question of dialectical materialism. And even at the Bolshevik 
faction meeting, where the participants defeated a proposal to keep 
Bogdanov's position on abstaining from elections as one tendency 
within Bolshevism and Bogdanov walked out to form his own group, a 
motion that empiriocriticism also be explicitly condemned was defeated. 

In Materialism and Empirio-Criticism Lenin spends over 300 pages 
arguing such concepts as the material existence of the objective world 
independent of human consciousness. Not content to charge his oppo
nents with idealism or solipsism, he evidently felt the necessity to show 
their reactionary character by attributing a necessary link to mysticism 
or the conservative religious views of the British philosopher George 
Berkeley, using parallel quotations to do so. Seldom if ever is Marx 
cited as a source-but there are plenty of quotations on materialism 
from Feuerbach, Plekhanov, and Engels. 

Lenin repeatedly ties his opponents, and idealism generally, to 
mysticism and religion: "Philosophical idealism is nothing but a dis
guised and embellished ghost story" (CW 14 : 182). The extreme crudity 
of Lenin's materialism is seen in his statement that theory is nothing 
more than a direct reflection of objective reality: "The recognition of 
theory as a copy, as an approximate copy of objective reality, is materialism" 
(CW 14:265). He writes further that "the materialist regards sensation, 
perception, idea, and the mind of man generally, as an image of 
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objective reality" (CW 14:267). This is what is of ten termed Lenin's 
photocopy or reflection theory of knowledge. Any other view means 
falling into mysticism and spiritualism, Lenin maintains. 

Another concern is what Lenin's book shows about his relation to 
Hegel. Despite its overall crudity, which is light-years removed from the 
Hegelian or Marxist concepts of dialectic, those looking for explicit 
attacks on Hegel in this work will find it disappointing. At the same time 
that he attacks Bogdanov, Mach, and Avenarius, Lenin follows Engels 
and Plekhanov in his general praise of Hegel as a founder of dialectical 
materialism, or at least a worthy precursor (CW 14 : 127,  1 37, 226-227). 
Aside from Bogdanov and Machism, Lenin's chief enemy is not Hegel 
but Kant (CW 14 : 1 27, 1 68, 232). Lenin calls Hegelian dialectics the 
"pearl" that his opponents "could not pick out from the dungheap of 
absolute idealism" (CW 14:243). There are also plenty of Engelsian 
critiques of Hegel, such as when Lenin refers to the absolute idea as "a 
theological invention of the idealist Hegel" (CW 14:227). In one passage, 
however, there is a glimmer of what he would develop later in the 
Hegel Notebooks, the stress on dialectics as far more important than 
materialism: "Marx and Engels laid the emphasis in their works rather 
on dialectical materialism than on dialectical materialism, and insi.ed on 
hi5torical materialism rather than on historical materialism " (CW 14:329). 
But this critique of too narrow a reliance on materialism rather than on 
dialectics could easily be applied to Lenin's own book. Materialism 
rather than dialectic or history is in fact where Lenin also places the 
emphasis, in keeping with the Marxist orthodoxy of the time. 

The following passage, free of polemical material, states the core 
of Lenin's position on Marxism and Hegel in Materialism and Empirio
Criticism: 

Marx . . .  was able through Feuerbach to take directly the materialist road 
against idealism. Thirty years later, in the afterword to the second edition 
of the first volume of Capital, Marx just as clearly and definitely conttasted 
his materialism to Hegel's ickalism, i .e. ,  the most consistent and most 
developed idealism; he contemptuously brushed Comtean "positivism" 
aside and dubbed as wretched epigoni the contemporary philosophers 
who imagined they had destroyed Hegel when in reality they had 
reverted to a repetition of the pre-Hegelian errors of Kant and Hume . . .  
because they were incapable of understanding Hegel's dialectics and 
treated him with scorn. And finally, take the various philosophical utter
ances by Marx in Capital and other work.'>, and you will find an invariable 
basic motif: insistence upon materialism and contemptuous derision of all 
obscurity, of all confusion and deviations toward idealism. AU Marx's 
philosophical utterances revolve within these two fundamental opposites, 
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and .from the standpoint of professorial ph ilosophy, their defect lies in 
this "narrowness" and "one-sidedness." In reality, this refusal to recognize 
the hybrid projects for reconciling materialism and idealism constitutes a 
great merit of Matx, who moved forward along a sharply-defined philo
sophical road (CW 14:337-38) 

Here are all the basic elements common to orthodox Marxism at that 
time: there is a bow to Feuerbach as well as to Hegel and a dismissal of 
Comtean positivism, Kant, and Hume. Then, despite the bow to Hegel, 
one finds the basic motif of Capital to be "insistence on materialism." 
The last sentence best shows the break in Lenin's thought after he 
studied Hegel in 1914, for in 1908 Lenin adamantly rejects all "hybrid 
projects for reconciling materialism and idealism." This is all done in 
the name of Marx, with Lenin unaware of Marx's 1844 Manuscripts and 
ignoring the differences between Marx's "Theses on Feuerbach" and 
Engels's views. 

Emergent Stalinism would vulgarize this mechanistic work even 
further. Moreover, it tore out of context the concept of partyness in 
philosophy, which Lenin in 1908 used in only a general sense of 
philosophers becoming Marxists and materialists, not as the need to 
adhere to one particular party.52 By the 1930s Lenin's book came to 
serve as a battering ram to stifle any and all philosophical debates that 
did not begin at the top. Even when the 1908 work is taken in its proper 
context, however, it is still a very fur cry from the Hegelian Marxism that, 
I will argue, began to emerge in 1914. To the extent that Lenin 
practiced dialectics before 1914, it was more at a political or economic 
level than at a philosophical one, as a revolutionary activist and theorist 
with a very sensitive nose to new stages or types of revolt, mass movements, 
and grassroots forms of revolutionary organization. His writings on the 
1905 revolution are dialectical in the sense of seeing the mass move
ment as a self-developing one rather than trying to impose "party 
Bolshevism" on it. So too were the writings of Trotsky and Luxemburg. 
At the same time, however, in 1908 all the important theorists in the left 
wing of the Second International-Luxemburg and Trotsky, as well as 
Lenin-bowed to the type of scientific materialism found in Engels and 
Plekhanov. Only one of them, Lenin, went on to make a serious study of 
Hegelian dialectics. 

The 1914 Encyclopedia Article "Karl Marx" 

Lenin apparently began looking into Hegelian dialectics as part of his 
work for the article "Karl Marx," written for a Russian encyclopedia 
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apparently between August and early November 1 9 14. As soon as this 
essay was completed, however, Lenin asked for it back from the pub
lisher to develop further the section on dialectics. This essay shows, side 
by side, the old, pre- 1 9 1 4, pre-Hegel Lenin and the new Lenin begin
ning to emerge in 1 9 1 4  under the impact of studying Hegel. This essay, 
which runs nearly ftfty pages, appears to be a fairly serious and compre
hensive attempt by Lenin to expound his own newly developing view of · 

Marxism. The encyclopedia article begins with a discussion of Marxist 
philosophy. Nadezhda Krupskaya, Lenin's wife, remarks in her memoirs: 
"This article, dealing with the teaching of Marx, opens with an outline 
of his philosophy under two headings: 'Philosophic Materialism' and 
'Dialectics,' followed by an exposition of Marx's economic theory, in 
which he describes Marx's approach to the question of socialism and 
the tactics of the class struggle of the proletariat. Marx's teaching was not 
usually presented in this way."53 One should not underestimate the 
newness of this type of approach in 1 9 14, after the Second International 
had for over a generation made economics rather than dialectics the 
foundation of and key to Marxism. 

As Dunayevskaya has argued: "Scores of 'popularizations' of Marxian 
economics had been written. Lenin's Essay is the first, since the dtCith of 
Marx and Engels, to show the primacy of a philosophical approach."54 
In this article Lenin constantly refers to dialectics, also making some 
extensive comments on what he sees dialectics to be. Although he 
begins with Engels's concept of dialectic as a process rather than as 
something static and also shows many influences from Plekhanov, he is 
beginning to develop beyond them, apparently under the influence of 
his Hegel studies. He now sees dialectics as 

fur more comprehensive and richer than the current idea of evolution is. 
A development that repeats, as it were, stages that have already been 
passed, but repeats them in a different way, on a higher basis ("the 
negation of the negation"), a development, so to speak, that proceeds in 
spirals, not in a straight line; a development by leaps and catastrophes, 
and revolutions; "breaks in continuity"; the transformation of quantity 
into quality; inner impulses toward development, imparted by the contra
diction and confl ict of the various forces and tendencies acting on a 
given body, or within a given phenomenon, or within a given society; the 
interdependence and the closest and indissoluble connection between 
all aspects of any phenomenon . . .  these are some of the features of 
dialectics as a doctrine of development that is richer than the conven
tional one. (CW 2 1 :54-55) 

The preceding was to some extent a move beyond the orthodox Marx
ism current in 19 14,  especially in its reference to Hegel's concept of 
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negation of the negation and in Lenin's stress, as against Engels and 
Plekhanov, that dialectics is a theory of development through leaps, 
breaks, and negations rather than a variety of scientific evolutionism, as 
Engels's writings had suggested. 

What is new here in 1 9 14 can be seen by looking at another essay on 
Marx that Lenin published the previous year, before beginning his 
Hegel studies. In this article, "The Three Sources and Three Compo
nent Parts of Marxism," he gives l ittle attention to dialectics and stresses 
that the "philosophy of Marxism is materialism." In this article Lenin 
says that Marx combined "eighteenth-century materialism" with "the 
achievements of German idealism, especially of Hegel's system, which 
in its tum led to the materialism of Feuerbach ." Lenin's emphasis in 
1 9 1 3  on materialism over dialectics also extends to a form of scientism 
that echoes Engels: 'The latest discoveries of natural science . . .  have 
been a remarkable confirmation of Marx's dialectical materialism" ( CW 
19 :24). Th i s  i s  the  so le  mention of  dialectics in the  entire essay. 

In most respects, however, the 1 9 1 4  essay "Karl Marx" is still within 
the bounds of what Engels and Plekhanov had already developed, 
albeit without the stress on either natural science (Engels) or stages of 
h istorical evolution (Plekhanov). When Lenin takes up Marx's "Theses 
on Feuerbach," he quotes only the eleventh thesis in Engels's edited 
version, giving it, as did Engels, a reading that stresses practice and 
activity. Finally, most of the direct quotations in the section on dialectics 
come from Engels, with just a few from Marx and none from Hegel. 

In fact, a section entitled "Philosophical Materialism" directly pre
cedes the one entitled "Dialectics." Here Lenin, following Engels and 
Plekhanov, still appears to place Marx's views closer to Feuerbach's than 
to Hegel's: "Beginning with the years 1 844-45, when his views took 
shape, Marx was a materialist, and especially a follower of Ludwig 
Feuerbach, whose weak points he subsequently saw only in his material
ism being insufficiently consistent and comprehensive. To Marx Feuer
bach's h istoric and 'epoch-making' significance lay in his having resolutely 
broken with Hegel's idealism and in his proclamation of materialism" 
(CW 2 1 :50). In this passage Lenin fails to mention Marx's "Theses on 
Feuerbach," in which the first thesis calls Feuerbach's materialism con
templative and concludes that subjectivity and the active side have been 
better developed by idealism. Instead, Lenin repeats what he said in 
1 908, which was part of the Marxist orthodoxy of the time. He writes, 
l ike Engels, that Feuerbach's error was to create an "insufficiently 
consistent" materialism, but that otherwise, Marx was "a follower" of 
Feuerbach. Another way to see how tentative was Lenin's probing into 
dialectics in September and October 1 9 1 4  is to look at the section on 
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economics, which is the main section of the essay on Marx. This section 
is hardly connected to the brief but new section on dialectics. In 
relation to the main discussion of economics, the preceding section 
amounts to little more than a bow toward dialectics. 

Lenin also develops sor:1e innovative positions on the peasantry in 
this essay on Marx, viewing not only the workers but also the peasants as 
a revolutionary subject. Nevertheless, giving major attention to dialec
tics was even more of an innovation for Lenin, since he had already 
written quite a bit on the peasantry. Lenin's treatment here of the 
peasantry as a revolutionary subject alongside the working class is also 
an implicit critique of Kautsky. The latter's influential book The Agrarian 
0Lestion ( 1 897) argued that the peasantry was a rapidly dying social class 
and gave little attention to developing a socialist agrarian program. 55 

Lenin was fully aware of just which points in his presentation would 
be controversial within Marxism. In a letter dated November 1 7, 1 9 14,  
that accompanied the manuscript to Russia, he urged the publishers 
not to cut his lengthy quotations from Marx, because they were needed 
to substantiate "especially the most controversial questions of Marxism, 
which include philosophy and the agrarian problem first and foremost" 
(CW 35: 1 73). Only six weeks later, having continued his Hegel sll1dies, 
Lenin was already dissatisfied with part of the essay. OnJanuary 4, 1 9 15 ,  
he wrote again to the publisher: "I  shall be very grateful i f  you send me 
a proof , or drop me a postcard about when it could be expected. By the 
way, is there still time for some corrections to the section on dialectics? 
Perhaps you will be so kind as to let me know when it is being sent for 
setting, and what the deadline is for corrections. It is a question I have 
been working on these last six weeks, and I think I could add something 
if there is still time" (CW 36:3 1 7) .  Here Lenin's correspondence seems 
to indicate that some key changes in his views on dialectics had occurred 
in the six weeks preceding January 4, 1 9 1 5. Since his "Abstract of 
Hegel's Science of Logic" ends with the date December 1 7, 1 9 14 ,  the six 
weeks referred to evidently were the very period when he made that 
abstract 

By January 1 9 1 5  it seemed clear to Lenin that even what Krupskaya 
had called the unusual procedure of giving great emphasis to "dialectics" 
in the Marx essay was inadequate and that the future demanded an 
even more central role for Hegelian dialectics in his Marxism. It should 
also be noted, however, that even by January 1 9 1 5, after he had com
pleted his "Abstract of Hegel's Science of Logic" and was talking of 
revising the section on dialectics further, he was still not talking of 
reworking his concept of Marxism as a whole. This would emerge, I will 
argue later, in the process of confronting the political issues of 1 9 1 5  to 
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1 9 17, partially on the basis of the new concept of dialectic worked out 
in the Hegel Notebooks of 1 9 1 4-15.  Only after he completed his study 
of Hegel's Science of Logic in mid-December 1 9 1 4  and spent much of 
1 9 1 5  on Hegelian dialectics as  well  did he begin to carry themes from 
his Hegel studies into a reexamination of his basic concepts of Marxism 
centered on politics and economics.56 This was hardly the case in the 
essay on Karl Marx. In the next chapter I begin to examine closely 
those Hegel Notebooks. 



2 

Lenin on Hegel's Concepts 
of Being and Essence 

Lenin Begins to Read Hegel 

Although i t  is unclear exactly when Lenin began his Hegel Note
books and when he finished his encyclopedia article on Marx, it appears 
that he was not very fur into his "Abstract of Hegel's Science of Logic" before 
completing the Marx article.  I therefore took up the encyclopedia 
article first. I I have for the moment left aside his political writipgs in 
1 9 1 4  and early 1 9 1 5, but not because I am trying to dismiss them. In an 
attempt to illustrate how all these writings and activities are interrelated, 
I will first discuss the entire 1 9 14 "Abstract of Hegel's Science of Logic, " 
which was written between October and late December 1 9 14,  before 
examining in a later chapter Lenin's key 1 9 14- 1 5  political writings on 
war and revolution. Most of the latter were composed after his study of 
the Science of Logic or while he was continuing his studies of other works 
by and on Hegel in 1 9 1 5. This format of presentation reverses the 
procedure in many studies of Lenin, which tend to stress the political 
over the theoretical, but I believe that i t  more accurately reflects Lenin's 
thinking in 1 9 14-15.2 

In this and the next chapter I tum directly to Lenin's "Abstract of 
Hegel's Science of Logic, " the most important part of his Hegel Notebooks. 
His reading of the Science of Logic was followed in 1 9 1 5  by his fairly 
extensive notes on Hegel's History of PhikJsophy and PhikJsophy of Histmy 
and the important draft for an essay on dialectics, as well as several 
shorter pieces on Hegel. I will explore the question of Lenin's attitude 
toward Hegel, to see in detail what his notes disclose about his concept 
of dialectic in 1 9 14-15 .  

The "Abstract of Hegel's Science of Logic" and most of the later parts of 
the Hegel Notebooks consist of long extracts from Hegel's works together 
with Lenin's own marginal notes and other commentary. Lenin studied 
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the 1 883 German edition of Hegel's Science of Logic, and his extracts 
from Hegel are almost always in German, while his own comments are 
usually in Russian. More than three-fourths of the notebooks consists of 
long extracts from Hegel .  The first half of Lenin's &Abstract of Hegel's 
Science of Logic," about seventy pages, is devoted to the prefaces, 
introduction, and the first two books of the Science of Logic, "The 
Doctrine of Being" and "The Doctrine of Essence," each of them part of 
volume 1, "Objective Logic."3 The second half of Lenin's abstract, also 
about seventy pages, is devoted to volume 2 of the Science of Logic, 
"Subjective Logic, or the Doctrine of the Notion." I will cover the first 
half of Lenin's abstract, on objectivity and the doctrines of being and 
essence, in this chapter and his notes on subjectivity and the doctrine of 
the notion in chapter 3. In chapter 4 I take up briefly his 1914-15 
writings on war and revolution and then survey his various notes, drafts, 
and commentary on Hegel and dialectics from 19 15  to 1923. 

In the present and fol lowing chapters I will be keeping several issues 
in mind as I discuss the "Abstract of Hegel's Science of Logic" and Lenin's 
other notes on Hegel .  ( 1 ) I will look at which passages from Hegel 
Lenin took down and commented on. What did he find significant 
about these parts of the Science of Logic, and how do they fit into Hegel's 
text? (2) I will compare and contrast what Lenin is doing with Hegel in 
19 14-15  to the earlier writings of Marx, Engels, and Plekhanov, as well 
as to Lenin's own pre- 1914  writings, all of which were taken up in the 
previous chapter. (3) I will compare and contrast Lenin's focus in 
19 14-15  to that of other, more recent studies of Hegel, especially 
Marxist ones. In this undertaking I will rely mainly on works by the 
following authors, who have written substantially on the Science of Logic: 
the Marxist theorists Lukacs, Dunayevskaya, and Marcuse, as well as the 
non-Marxist Hegel scholars John Burbidge, J .  N .  Findlay, Errol Harris, 
Charles Taylor, and Robert Pippin. 4 At issue here will be how Lenin 
reads Hegel's text differently from these later commentators, as well as 
which parts of the text Lenin seems to skip over versus what these other 
commentators have taken up. 

( 4) I will also assess the evolution of Lenin's own concept of dialectic 
as expressed in his commentary on Hegel .  This becomes especially 
important in the later parts of the "Abstract of Hegel's Science of Logic, " 
where toward the end of his notes, Lenin makes more long summaries 
for himself on dialectics and copies fewer extracts from Hegel's text. (5) 
Where it seems appropriate I will also refer to previous commentaries 
on Lenin's Hegel Notebooks, but this terrain is so full  of argument and 
polemic that I can take account of only a small part of it as I discuss the 
Hegel Notebooks directly. I wil l  take up many of these more systemati-
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cally in chapters 7 and 8, when I examine the fute of Lenin's notebooks 
after publication, especially with regard to Western Marxism. (6) Finally, 
I should state at the outset what I am not doing: although I will  often try 
to situate Lenin's notes and commentary within particular parts of 
Hegel's texts, I am not attempting to make a general analysis of the 
Science of Logic or of Hegel's other works, something that would go fur 
beyond the scope of this study. I will examine both Lenin's notes and 
Hegel's text mainly to get an adequate picture of how Lenin was using 
Hegel to reconstruct Marxist dialectics 

Hegel's 1812 Preface and Lenin's Attempt to Invert Hegel 

On the first page of his "Abstract of Hegel's Science of Logic, " Lenin , 
begins to explore Hegel's two prefaces, one written in 1 8 1 2, when Hegel 
published the first volume of this work, and the other in 1 83 1 ,  the year 
of his death. Both prefaces present an overview of dialectical method 
and a critique of formal logic and positivistic thought. Lenin begins his 
abstract by taking down Hegel's arguments in the 1 8 1 2  preface, argu
ments against formal logic's instrumentalist notion that "one learns 
from logic how to think" (SL 26). Lenin seems to agree with Hegel,  
calling his critique of logic as a mere technique "a shrewd st,jttement 
about logic" (CW 38:87). He also takes down passages from Hegel's 
critique of positivism and scientism, such as the following: "Philosophy 
.. . cannot . . .  borrow its method from a subordinate science, like 
mathematics" (SL 27). He also records Hegel's statement that "reason is 
negative and dialectical" (SL 28). Here Lenin seems to identify with 
some key Hegelian categories: critique of the notion of logic as a mere 
technique and the negative and critical character of reason. 

At this point, however, Lenin still accepts the simplistic view of the 
Marxism of the Second International that Hegel was an "idealist" and 
Marx a "materialist" and that therefore Hegel's dialectic needs merely to 
be "inverted." For example, after copying Hegel's statement that the 
"development of all natural and mental [geistigen] life" is based on "the 
content of logic" (SL 28), Lenin writes in an apparent summary state
ment on the entire 1 8 1 2  preface: "Invert it: Logic and the theory of 
knowledge must be derived from 'the development of all natural and 
mental life' " (CW 38:88). 

Th£ 1831 Preface: Lenin Perceives the Sensuous, 
Ltuing Character of Hegel's Diakctic 

Lenin's notes on Hegel's 1 83 1  preface are fur more detailed. He concen
trates.on Hegel's critique of traditional (Kantian and pre-Kantian) logic 
as "a meagre shred or a disordered heap of dead bones" (SL 3 1 ). Next to 
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this critique of formal logic Lenin writes: "what is necessary is not dead 
bones but living life" (CW 38:89). By now he does seem to identify more 
with the l iving character of Hegel's concept of logic, as opposed to 
formal logic. 

Nevertheless, he continues to skip over, probably as too idealistic, 
statements such as the following, where Hegel stresses the power of 
human consciousness and reason: "Nowadays we cannot be too often 
reminded that it is thinking which distinguishes man from the beasts" 
(SL 3 1). Even more important, but referred to only perfunctorily by 
Lenin, is Hegel's brief statement of what logic is for him: "If nature, as 
such, as the physical world, is contrasted with the mental sphere, then 
logic must certainly be said to be the supernatural element which 
permeates every relationship of man to nature, his sensation, intuition, 
desire, need, instinct" (SL 32). Possibly Hegel's use of the term supernatural 
(iihernatiirlich) led Lenin to skip over much of this statement, and he 
records only the phrase about logic being something "supernatural" 
(CW 38:90). 

A bit later, however, Lenin seems to pay more attention to some 
historical and political issues apparently expressed in Hegel's remarks 
that philosophy first develops in a situation where "the need to occupy 
oneself with pure thought presupposes that the human spirit [Geist] 
must already have travelled a long road . . . .  In the silent regions of 
thought which has come to itself and communes only with itself, the 
interests which move the l ives of races and individuals are hushed" (SL 
34). Lenin summarizes and then quotes the last part of this statement 
and writes in the margin of his abstract: "the relations of thought to 
interests and impulses" (CW 38:90). Similar to Plekhanov, here he seems 
to be stressing the social and historical character of Hegel's philosophy 
and its compatibility with Marxist materialism in its stress on economic 
and class interests as major shapers of history. 

A bit further on Lenin summarizes Hegel's critique of Kant in the 
following manner: "In my opinion, the essence of the argument is: ( 1) In 
Kant, cognition demarcates (divides) nature and man; actually it unites 
them; (2) In Kant, 'the empty abstraction' of the thing-in-itself instead of 
l iving process [Gang], movement [Bewegung1 deeper and deeper, of our 
knowledge about things" ( CW 38:91 ). Here he is mainly repeating 
Plekhanov's defense of Hegel against Kant, arguing that Hegel's dialec
tic shows process and development, whereas Kant's dialectic is more 
static. 

Lenin gives a positive summary of Hegel's view of logic a bit further 
on in his abstract: "Logic is the doctrine not of external forms of 
thought, but of the laws of development 'of all material, natural and 
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mental [geistige] things, '  i .e . ,  of the development of the total concrete 
content of the world and of its knowledge, i .e. ,  the sum-total, the 
conclusion of the histary of knowledge of the world" (CW 38:93). This 
type of "living, real content" (CW 38:92) is, he seems to argue, what 
separates Hegel from Kant. 

Most important of all, Lenin seems to have begun to identify with 
Hegel's concept of the importance of consciousness in human society 
and history: "Man is confronted with a web of the phenomena of 
nature. Instinctive man, a savage, does not distinguish himself from 
nature. Conscious man does distinguish, categories are stages of 
distinguishing, i .e. ,  of cognizing the world, focal points in the web, 
which assist in cognizing and mastering it" (CW 38:93). In this passage 
Lenin seems to be moving away from the crude reflection theory of 
knowledge that he employed in Materialism and Empirio-Criticism, where 
human consciousness was seen as a more or less direct reflection of the 
material world. Here consciousness develops the categories that enable 
the human being to understand and control natural forces. Lenin is 
beginning to embrace Hegel by the time he has completed his notes on 
these two prefaces to the Science of Logic. As we have seen, however, he 
retains a great deal of reservation in his view of Hegel and either 
criticizes and turns around, or seems to overlook, some of the most 
idealistic passages. 

The Introduction to the Science of Logic and 
Lenin on Objectivity and Subjectivity 

By the time he turns to Hegel's introduction to the Science of Logic, 
Lenin appears to agree with Hegel's view of logic as something that 
needs to incorporate "historical explanations" and real content instead 
of constituting "a science of thinking in general" that "abstracts from all 
content" (SL 43). Lenin begins his detailed notes at a point where Hegel 
turns to a critique of other German idealist philosophers, especially 
Fichte. He also records Hegel's important reference at this point to the 
Phenomenolog;y and snippets of Hegel's critiques of Kant and Spinoza. 
Nonetheless, Lenin seems to dismiss some very important historical 
references in Hegel's. text, such as the following critique of Kant: "Kant 
moreover considers logic . . .  [as] having attained so early a completion 
before the other sciences . . . .  Now if logic has not undergone any 
change since Aristotle . . .  then surely the conclusion which should be 
drawn is that it is al l  the more in need of a total reconstruction; for mind 
[des Geistes], after its labors over two thousand years, must have attained 
to a higher consciousness about its thinking and about its own, pure, 
essential nature" (SL 51). Lenin makes some derisive comments in a 
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very brief summary of this passage as "clericalism, God, the realm of 
truth, etc." (CW 38:96). He still seems to be shying away from any 
references to the Hegelian concept of mind or spirit, thus missing some 
of Hegel's most important arguments. 

Although Lenin remains skeptical of Hegel's views on the "world 
spirit" and so forth, he is attracted to the Hegelian concept of spontane
ous self -development as opposed to rigid stages either in concepts or in 
history. Lenin takes down Hegel's statement that "method is the con
sciousness of the form taken by the inner spontaneous movement of its 
content" (SL 53). He also notes for future reference that the material in 
Hegel's text that follows this "gives a good explanation of dialectics." It is 
here that Hegel makes a reference to the Phenomenology. Lenin is quick 
to appreciate Hegel's statement that "the negative is just as much 
positive" (SL 54). He copies this and then notes that "negation is 
something definite, has a definite content, the inner contradictions lead 
to the replacement of the old content by a new, higher one. In the old 
logic there is no transition" (CW 38:97). Lenin is impressed by Hegel's 
concepts of negation and contradiction as keys to transition and forward 
movement, despite their idealistic character. He is already moving to 
some extent beyond the evolutionist schemata of Engels and Plekhanov 
and back toward Marx's earlier concept of negativity as the creative 
principle in Hegel's dialectic. 

Lenin gives his own preliminary summary at this point, where it 
seems that he is already beginning to move beyond the views of the 
Second International: "Hegel poses two fundamental premises: 1) 'the 
necessity of connection,' 2) 'the immanent coming-to-be of distinctions.' 
Very important! This is what it means in my opinion: 1) The necessity of 
connection, the connection of all sides, forces, tendencies, etc. of the 
given sphere of phenomena. 2) The 'immanent coming-to-be of 
distinctions'-the inner, objective logic of the evolution of the struggle 
of the distinctions in a polarity" (CW 38:97). The concentration is not on 
any mere fluidity but on interconnection, on the one hand, and implicit 
contradiction, on the other. 

Now Lenin begins to plunge directly into Hegel's idealism, arguing 
that it is wrong to draw too sharp a distinction between objectivity and 
subjectivity. He draws a rectangle around the following points in his 
commentary on Hegel and puts part of it in large block letters: "Is not 
this the thought here, that appearance also is objective, since it is one of 
the aspects of the objective world? Not only Wesen [essence] but also 
Schein [show or illusory being] is objective. There is a difference between . 
the subjective and the objective, BUT IT, TOO, HAS ITS LIMITS" (CW 
38:98). Not only is appearance and not merely essence objective, but 
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there is not so firm a distinction as Lenin had previously thought 
between objective and subjective. This distinction "has its limits," he 
declares. Since Engels followers of Marx had held that the key to a 
Marxist analysis was getting beyond the surface appearance to the 
underlying essence of phenomena. This is the type of "essentialist" 
thinking that Lenin is here questioning, following instead Hegel's view 
that appearance is after all the appearance of reality and thus important 
in and of itself. Appearance and essence certainly are contrary qualities 
at times, but they have an interrelationship even when they are. Equally 
important, Lenin has begun to engage the Hegelian concept of subjectivity. 

Lenin also takes down Hegel's statement that in its dialectical form 
logic is no longer an "abstract universal" but a "universal which embraces 
within itself the wealth of the particular" (SL 58). Lenin writes in the 
margin at this point "cf. Capital" (CW 38:99). This is the first of his many 
references to the relationship of Hegel's Science of Logic to Marx's 
Capital. It is also his first confrontation with the concept of the particu
lar within Hegel's philosophy, where universal and particular are sepa
rate yet also connected to each other. The importance of the particular 
is sometimes overlooked within Marxist thought. As I will discuss later, 
Lenin's 19 15- 16 arguments over national liberation hinge oiMhow a 
particular, in this case a national movement, connects to a universal, in 
this case socialist internationalism. In this argument Lenin held onto 
the distinctiveness of the particular, while his opponents wanted to 
move more rapidly to the universal, internationalism.5 

We have seen Lenin beginning to study Hegel. Already in his notes 
on the introduction to the Science of Logic he has begun to break with 
the simplistic categories of idealism versus materialism that had been 
the philosophical foundation of the Marxism of the Second International, 
including his own before 19 14. He is finding materialism in Hegel's 
own text. 

On "The Doctrine of Being" 

" With What Must the Science Begin?" Reading Hegel Materialistically 

"The Doctrine of Being" begins with an introductory section entitled 
"With What Must the Science Begin?" The first phrase in this section 
that Lenin takes down and notes as very important is the following: 
"there is nothing, nothing in heaven or in nature or mind or anywhere 
else which does not equally contain both immediacy and mediatiqn" 
(SL 68). Lenin has two comments on this statement by Hegel. First, he 
writes rather predictably, "heaven away: materialism," but his second 
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comment shows much more affinity with Hegel's basic argument, espe
cially concerning the concept of mediation: "Everything is vermittelt = 
mediated, bound into One, connected by transitions" (CW 38: 103). 

In this and subsequent passages Hegel is stressing that in the Science 
of Logic he will be showing a lengthy process of negation and development, 
carrying the reader from pure being to the absolute idea. As Burbidge 
puts it: "Hegel contrasts the immediacy of the logical beginning within 
the context of free, self-contained thinking with the mediation by which 
consciousness progressively overcomes its partiality to achieve the com
prehensive universality of pure knowing."6 This is the pathway of the 
Science of Logic, but Hegel begins his work with the presentation of 
being and nothing. He then develops categories such as becoming that 
self-develop through a process of negation to ever-higher, more com
plex ones. 

Lukacs sees the preceding concept of immediacy and mediation in 
Hegel as a key link to Marx. Addressing those who believe that Marx in 
his mature work had only flirted occasionally with Hegel, he writes: "Yet 
they tailed to notice that a whole series of categaries of central impartance 
and in constant use stem directly from Hegel's Logic. We need only recall 
the Hegelian origin and the substantive and methodological impor
tance of what is for Marx as fiindamental a distinction as the one 
between immediacy and mediation."? Lenin does not yet see the issue 
of immediacy and mediation in such a broad context. 

At the same time Lenin continues to look on Hegel's idealism and 
the absolute with great suspicion. Thus he writes the following com
ment on the concluding paragraphs of this section: "Nonsense about 
the absolute. I am in general trying to read Hegel materialistically: 
Hegel is materialism which has been stood on its head (according to 
Engels)-that is to say, I cast aside for the most part God, the Absolute, 
the Pure Idea, etc." (CW 38: 104). Here we can see Lenin clinging to the 
scientific materialism of Engels and Plekhanov. Later he will nuance 
and even reject such simplistic views. 

Being, Nothing, Becoming 

Next Lenin takes up the much-discussed first chapter of Hegel's work, 
entitled "Being," where the opposition between pure being and nothing
is resolved into the process of becoming. Lenin copies extracts from 
Hegel's first triad of "being-nothing-becoming" into his notes, but he 
does not comment on it. Here, Lenin's reserve can be contrasted once 
again to that of Lukacs, who writes: "It has often been claimed, and not 
without a certain justification, that the famous chapter in Hegel's Logic 
dealing with Being, Non-Being and Becoming contains the whole of his 
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philosophy. It might be claimed with perhaps equal justification that 
the chapter [in CapitalJ dealing with the fetish character of the commod
ity contains the whole of historical materialism."8 Lenin does surpris
ingly little with this key first statement of Hegel's dialectic, and he 
certainly does not connect it to Marx. 

He pounces excitedly, however, on Hegel's claim further on in the 
chapter that "what is first in the Science had of necessity to show itself 
historically as the first" (SL 88). Lenin writes next to this passage: "It 
sounds very materialistic!" ( CW 38: 106). A bit later he summarizes 
Hegel's critique of the concept of negation in Parmenides and Spinoza, 
which Hegel considers to be inadequately developed. Lenin takes 
down Hegel's statement that with these philosophers, "there is no 
progress from being or absolute substance to the negative, to the finite" 
(SL 95). Lenin connects this to a more general issue: the Hegel ian type 
of interrelationship between infinity and finitude and between absolute 
and relative, writing in his notes: "The absolute and the relative, the 
finite and the infinite = parts, stages of one and the same world. 
Perhaps?" (CW 38:107). In general , however, Lenin does very l ittle with 
this chapter on being, in which Hegel, after sketching out the dialectic 
of being-nothing-becoming, moves into five lengthy "remarlts" that 
critique much of Westem philosophy. 

Determinate Being and Lenin's Embrace of 
the Dialectical Category of Transformation into opposite 

As he moves into the second chapter of the Science of Logic, on determi
nate (specific forms of) being, Lenin takes down Hegel's quotation from 
Spinoza to the effect that every determination is also a negation (SL 
113). When Lenin reaches Hegel 's first statement of h is concept of the 
negation of the negation, however, the very concept that was so central 
to Marx, and that is in tact a sharp critique of Spinoza, he takes down 
only part of it in his notes, writing: "Here the exposition is somewhat 
fragmentary and highly obscure" (CW 38:108). He adds in the margin a 
quotation from Engels, "abstract and abstruse Hegel ianism," to justify 
skipping over of Hegel's difficult passage. 

The section that Lenin for the most part skips over is where Hegel 
first develops the concept of the something [Etwas], a category within 
determinate being. Some of what Lenin ignores is the discussion on 
Hegel's concept of finitude, which centers on a notion that finite being 
is a self-contradictory form. A finite thing, which Hegel terms a something, 
is negatively related to an other [Anderes] that is beyond it and that 
forms the boundary between itself and a larger world. The something 
constitutes i tself by not being an other, and thus the something is 
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self-relating in and as negation. At the same time, the something can 
become other, depending on which is defined as the something and 
hence which as the other. Thus, the concept of the something at all 
times also incorporates the concept of the other. This is the dialectic of 
the something and the other. 

Marcuse views this as a key example of the deeply rooted character 
of Hegel's "negative conception of reality,"9 since what is beyond a finite 
thing, its negative (the other), is actually what defines it. This is the first 
of a series of oppositions that are the subject matter and path of 
development of the Science of Logic. Marcuse writes that "the 'something' 
is hence a low level of development in the process that culminates in a 
free and conscious subject"IO In the dialectic of the something and the 
other Hegel gives even inanimate objects a rudimentary type of self
determination, but it is a very low level of what he will be developing 
through the course of the Science of Logic. 

The discussion of the something and the other is very important 
because it also contains Hegel's first explicit reference to what was a key 
category for Marx, the negation of the negation. Hegel is trying to go 
beyond what he regards as Spinoza's "making negation or nothing an 
ultimate" (SL 113): "But in all this, care must be taken to distinguish 
between the first negation as negation in general, and the second 
negation, the negation of the negation: the latter is concrete, absolute 
negativity, just as the former on the contrary is only abstract negativity" 
(SL 115-16). This seems to suggest that negation of the negation is a 
self-developing process where thought moves from bare negation to the 
negation of that negation in the self-positing form of freedom. This is 
the passage that Lenin has skipped over, finding it obscure and abstruse . 

Still within the chapter on determinate being, Lenin seizes on one of 
Hegel's numerous critiques of Kant's thing-in-itself; where Hegel writes, 
without referring explicitly to Kant, that things-in-themselves are ulti
mately "truthless, empty abstractions" (SL 121). Lenin agrees heartily· 
with Hegel's critique, calling it "very profound." He stresses especially 
that for Hegel, things-in-themselves are not, as for Kant, impenetrable 
and unknowable. They are also things-for-others, "in relation to an 
Other, being transformed from one into the other" (CW 38:109). 

At this point in his notebook Lenin sketches out the first of many 
general summaries he will make of the concept of dialectics: "Dialectics 
is the doctrine of the identity of opposites -how they can be and how they 
become-under which conditions they become identical, transforming 
one into the other,-why the human mind must not take these oppo
sites for dead, but for l iving, conditioned, mobile, transforming one 
into the other. In reading Hegel" (CW 38:109). Here Lenin has drawn 
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out of Hegel's dialectic of the something and the other a concept that 
he terms transformation into opposite) I It has some of the features of 
Hegel's negation of the negation, but it stops short of a vision of 
absolute negativity as a drive toward freedom)2 Nonetheless, it daes 
concretize many key features of what Hegel is doing, not only in this 
chapter, but in the entire Science of Logic. This concept of the transforma
tion into opposite will become central, I will argue, to all of Lenin's 
post-1914 theorizing. It is a category that Lenin would soon put to 
frequent use in his analyses of the collapse of the Second International 
and World War I and in most of his other theoretical writings. It also 
underlies his later conceptualization of the changes in the structure 
of capitalism since Marx's death. Lenin's theorizing of the transformation 
from competitive to monopoly capitalism, a crucial feature of his theory 
of imperialism, was connected to this concept drawn from Hegel. Sim
ilarly, his theory of a labor aristocracy was one of the transformation 
into opposite of a section of the working class. We will see this notion 
again and again in chapters 4, 5, and 6, when I examine Lenin's pub
lished writings after 1914 in the light of his Hegel Notebooks. 

Lenin continues to probe Hegel's text, now on the question of 
finitude. Hegel writes: "When we say that things are finite, we4mder
stand thereby that . . . non-being constitutes their nature and being" (SL 
129). In other words, the something, in the course of determining its 
being, posits its other and discovers the limit of what it is. In Hegel even 
inanimate objects seem to move and develop, mapping out their limits 
against the point where their nonbeing begins. Instead of dismissing 
this as an idealistic abstraction, Lenin is intrigued with Hegel's dialecti
cal presentation of finitude. In his abstract he writes at this point in his 
reading of Hegel's text: 

Acute and profoundP3 Hegel analyzes concepts that usually appear 
dead, and he shows that there is movement in them. The finite? That 
means mavement has come to an end! Something?-That means not what 
Other is. Being in general?-That means such indeterminateness that 
being = not-Being. All-sided universal flexibility of concepts-flexibility 
reaching to the identity of opposites.-That is the essence. This flexibility, 
applied subjectively = eclecticism and sophistry. Flexibility, applied 
objectively, i.e., reflecting the all-sidedness of the material process and its 
unity, is dialectics, is the correct reflection of the eternal development of 
the world. (CW 38:110) 

Lenin is evidently impressed by the notion that Hegel describes even 
finitUde in terms of movement, of self-development. 

Next Hegel develops the much-discussed two types of infinity, spuri-
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ous and affirmative. Spurious infinity is the infinity of "infinite progress," 
which "remains burdened with the finite as such, is thereby limited and 
is itself finite" (SL 142). Affirmative infinity is based on a self-develop
ment from within the finite, transcending the finite through a process 
of negation: "Thus, both finite and infinite are this mooement in which 

each returns to itself through its negation; they are only as mediation 
within themselves, and the affirmative of each contains the negative of 
each and is the negation of the negation" (SL 14 7). Lenin writes down 
fuirly detailed excerpts from this discussion but makes few direct com
ments on the two types of infinity. 

Marcuse argues that these passages in Hegel show the earthy rather 
than theological character of his concept of infinity: "Accordingly, Hegel 
contrasts his concept of infinity with the theological idea of it. ... There 
are not two worlds, the finite and the infinite. There is only one world, 
in which finite things attain their self-determination through perishing. 
Their infinity is in this world and nowhere else."14 Affirmative infinity of 
this type is what Hegel calls "being-for-self," a type of being that has 
gone beyond determinate being. Determinate being, writes Errol Harris, 
is really only "being for another."l5 The chapter on being-for-self forms 
the third chapter of the first part of "The Doctrine of Being." 

"Beingfor-Self" and Lenin's Critique of Vu�ar Materialism 

In his notes on the chapter on being-for-self, Lenin complains of the 
obscurity of Hegel's text at several points, and his notes are not very 
detailed, but he soon shows the extent to which he is breaking new 
ground for himself in his reading of Hegel. This is seen in the way in 
which, in his discussion of being-for-self, he concludes that the ideal 
and the real are not absolute opposites, any more than were immediacy 
and mediation in the introductory sections of the Science of Logic. This is 
no small point, for it constitutes a major advance from the notion 
developed by Engels and Plekhanov, and followed by the whole Second 
International (including Lenin himself before 1914), ofdividing philo
sophical perspectives rigidly into two camps, idealism and materialism. 
Therefore I will look at it in some detail. 

First Lenin takes down the following passage from the middle of 
Hegel's chapter on being-for-self: "The ideality of being-for-self as a 
totality thus passes over [schliigt um], in the first place, to reality, and that 
too in its most fixed, abstract form, as the one" (SL 164; translation 
altered). Then he makes the following statement, an apparent response 
to the single sentence just quoted: "The idea of the transformation of 
the ideal into the real is profound! Very important for history. But also in 
the personal life of man it is evident that there is much truth in this. 
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Against vulgar materialism. NB. The difference of the ideal from the 
material is also not unconditional, not boundless [iiberschwenglich]" (CW 
38:114). Although Lenin's remark is hardly an exposition of Hegel's 
category of being-for-self, it is a key statement of what he is developing 
for himself out of his reading of Hegel's text. 

In a certain sense this is the turning point of the entire Hegel 
Notebooks, the point where Lenin begins to identify himself fairly 
openly with Hegel's idealism. This is very different from his pre-1914 
view, wherein he had nevertheless defended Hegel's "objective idealism" 
(in a far narrower sense) against other forms of idealism such a� 
Kantianism, as did Engels and Plekhanov. Now it is a question not only 
of Hegel as merely the greatest idealist philosopher but also of using 
Hegel's idealism to critique narrow and crude forms of materialism. 
Most important in this is Lenin's recovery, in his appellation "vulgar 
materialism," of Marx's critique of one-sided, nondialectical, and con
templative forms of materialism, as seen in the first thesis on Feuerbach. 

There is much more here, however. Lenin's comment points toward 
what will emerge by the end of the ''Abstract of Hegel's Science of Logic, " 
a break in his own thought under the impact of Hegel. Only six years 
earlier, in Materialiwt and Empirio-Criticism, Lenin had dev�oped a 
crude reflection theory, wherein ideas were seen as photocopies of 
matter. Now he writes that there is profundity in Hegel's concept of a 
move from the ideal to the real, which, unlike the reflection theory, 
gives a sort of ontological autonomy to ideas. Further, there is no longer 
an "unconditional" or "boundless'' gap between idealism and materialism. 

Although Lenin continues to read Hegel "materialistically" in the 
broad sense of making connections to Marxism and to social and 
political theory generally, from now on he seems to have dropped, or at 
least nuanced, his earlier stipulation that in reading Hegel materialistically, 
he is throwing aside completely the idealist elements. Instead, he has 
begun to rediscover from his own study of Hegel elements in some ways 
similar what the young Marx had developed as a concept of dialectic 
uniting the best sides of materialism and idealism. It is extremely 
important to note, however, that Lenin has managed to do so without 
having had access to Marx's 1844 Manwcripts, not published until 1927. 
He is beginning to move beyond Engelsian, Feuerbachian, and scientis
tic materialism to a grasp of the Hegelian-Marxian dialectic on a level 
far above that of the theorists of the Second International. We will see 
him apply, later on in his Hegel Notebooks, the epithet "vulgar ma
terialism" explicitly to Plekhanov's writings on dialectics and implicitly 
to his own pre-1914 writings as well. 
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Magnitwle, Mea.sure, and Lenin's Cancept of "Leaps" 

As with many other Marxist and non-Marxist discussions of the Science 
of Logic, including Marcuse's, Lenin goes extremely l ightly over the 
next 200 pages of Hegel's text, which constitute sections 2 and 3 of "The 
Doctrine of Being," "Magnitude" (Quantity) and "Measure," dealing with 
quantitative aspects of being. These sections include Hegel's critique of 
modem mathematics. Findlay writes that in this long discussion Hegel 
"indulges in a certain amount of denigration of mathematics, which has 
reacted on his own reputation." I 6  Lenin devotes only ten pages of his 
abstract to this vast section, most of it summary without comment, and 
those notes focus mainly on Hegel's critique of the concept of gradualness. 
Lenin does at several points seem to express a basic agreement with 
Hegel's critique of mathematical reason. He also notes one of Hegel's 
references to subjectivity: "Interesting is Hegel's remark made in 
passing-'transcendentally, that is really subjective and psychological' . . .  
'transcendental, that is the subject' " ( CW 38: 118). If he agrees with 
Findlay and others who separate themselves from Hegel's attack on 
modem mathematical reasoning, he does not indicate it. Dunayevskaya, 
who, unlike Findlay, ties Hegel's analysis here to a more general cri
tique of empirical and scientistic thought, argues that "Lenin, who did 
know a great deal about calculus, makes very short shrift of this whole" 
section precisely because he agrees with Hegel ."l7 Lenin finds this 
material difficult, lamenting at one point: "Further the transition of 
quantity into quality in the abstract-theoretical exposition-is so obscure 
that nothing can be understood. Return to it!" ( CW 38: 117). 

Findlay notes that one of the last parts of this material on quantifica
tion and mathematics, "Nodal Line of Measure Relations," has been 
discussed by Marxists. He is probably referring to Engels's Anti-Dilhring, 
where the boiling and freezing points of water are described, fol lowing 
Hegel, as "nodes," where "quantity becomes transformed into quality." IS 

Findlay summarizes Hegel's point thus: "Qualities in things rest on a 
basis of Measures which persist through a long stretch of quantitative 
variation. Then, of a sudden, variation, from being merely quantitative, 
becomes momentous and qualitative: we pass a node, there is a transi
tion into another sort of qualitative being . . . .  Both morals and politics 
show a similar heaping up of quantitative changes which precipitate 
changes which are qualitative, a doctrine widely appealed to by Marxist 
philosophers." I9  Here, as Hegel concludes "The Doctrine of Being," 
Lenin suddenly finds something that illuminates a key problem for him 
as a Marxist: Hegel's assertion, as Lenin puts it, "that gradualness 
explains nothing without leaps" (CW 38:123). 
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Here is part of a passage from Hegel on leaps that Lenin copies 
down excitedly, writing next to it in the margin of his notebook: "Leaps! 
Breaks in gradualness! Leaps! Leaps!" (CW 38:123). Hegel himself has 
written: "It is said, natura non facit saltum [nature makes no leaps]; and 
ordinary thinking when it has to grasp a coming-to-be or a ceasing
to-be, fancies it has done so by representing it as a gradual emergence 
or disappearance . . . .  Water, in cooling, does not gradually harden as if 
it thickened like porridge, gradually solidifying until it reached the 
consistency of ice; it suddenly solidifies, all at once" (SL 370). In 
appropriating this passage from Hegel as his own, Lenin seems to 
separate himself a bit from Plekhanov's more evolutionist interpretation.20 
In Lenin's reading of Hegel, the stress is on breaks, leaps, and discon
tinuities rather than on evolutionary historical stages. As I mentioned in 
chapter 1,  with Plekhanov it was the opposite: evolution was the m.yor 
theme, and leaps were referred to only occasionally. 

There is, however, nothing in Lenin's argument here that would take 
him very far beyond the similar arguments that Engels makes in Anti
Diihring. Engels's arguments on leaps in that work are based on the very 
same passages in the Science of Logic on ice, water, and steam. For Engels, 
these examples from inanimate nature tend to be equated ,.vith the 
dialectical perspective as a whole, at least in philosophy. Lenin's "Abstract 
of Hegel's Science of Logic " shows a broader interest in the whole of 
Hegel's work than do the writings of Engels on Marxist dialectics. This 
will be seen as Lenin moves further into Hegel's texts. 

Before moving to the second book of the Science of Logic, "The 
Doctrine of Essence," let us look at where Lenin has gone up to now. 
First, we have seen him single out both immediacy and mediation. 
Second, he has begun to appreciate the importance of subjectivity as 
well as objectivity. Third, we have seen him begin to discuss in this 
section an important category for him in Hegel's Science of Logic, the 
transformation into opposite. Fourth, he has skipped over Hegel's 
introduction of a key concept, the negation of the negation. Fifth, he 
has begun to develop an affinity for idealism. He has also sketched out 
a critique of "vulgar materialism," introducing that term into twentieth
century Marxism. Sixth, he has stressed the category of leaps or breaks 
in gradualness. Let us keep all this in mind as I now tum to the 
discussion of "The Doctrine of Essence," which many Marxists, includ
ing Engels, have viewed as the core of Hegel's Science of Logic. 
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On "The Doctrine of Essence" 

Book 2 of Hegel's Science of Logic, "The Doctrine of Essence," comprises 
180 pages, to which Lenin devotes 35 pages of notes. Lenin begins his 
notes by returning to the problem of i l lusory being, also renderable in 
English as show, mere appearance, seeming, or semblance; all these 
terms are possible translations of the German word Schein, which is the 
title of the first chapter in "The Doctrine of Essence." I will refer to i t  as 
illusory being, in keeping with the latest English translation.2I One 
problem in terminology is that Hegel has a later section in "The 
Doctrine of Essence" entitled "Appearance" [E13Cheinung], where appear
ance is by then presented somewhat more as the manifestation of 
essence. The issue of illusory being was also touched on by Hegel in 
the introduction to the Science of Logic and, as we have seen, already 
taken up by Lenin then. 

/Uusory Being and Lenin's Critique of Reductionism and Bsentialiwt 

In the chapter on illusory being one of Hegel's concerns is to refute 
both generalized notions of skepticism and the Kantian concept of an 
unknowable thing-in-itsel£ To Hegel, even illusory being is to some 
degree an expression of the essence of an object or phenomenon in the 
sense of specifying what it is not. Lenin compares Hegel's concept of 
essence to "the movement of a river-the foam above and the deep 
currents below." He continues: "But even the foam is an expression of 
essence" (CW 38:130). Lenin identifies strongly with Hegel's critique of 
skepticism here. In tending to regard all being as illusory, Hegel writes, 
skepticism "did not permit itself to say what 'it' is" (SL 396). But Lenin 
also identifies with Hegel when the latter critiques "the various forms of 
idealism-Leibnizian, Kantian, Fichtean, and others"-that in Hegel's 
view tend to deny any deeper foundation beneath illusory being. As 
Hegel puts it "modem idealism did not permit itself to regard knowl
edge as a knowing of the thing-in-itsel£" Although it was an advance 
over mere skepticism, Hegel concludes that this type of idealism gave 
over to illusory being all content, "the manifold wealth of the world," 
since it did not probe deeply enough beneath the surface of reality (SL 
396). Lenin takes down most of Hegel's critique and then writes: "You 
include in illusory being all the wealth of the world and you deny the 
objectivity of illusory being'' (CW 38:131). Here, once again, Lenin 
identifies with Hegel's critique of Kant. 

Lenin continues to work his way through the chapter on illusory 
being, now delving into the category of reflection, which Hegel describes 
as illusory being withdrawn into itself and "alienated [entfremdeten] from 
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its immediacy" (SL 399). Lenin takes down Hegel's statement: "Con
sequently, becoming is essence, its reflective movement, i5 the rrwvement 
of nothing to nothing, and so back to it5elf" (SL 400). Lenin has a twofold 
reaction to this statement: "This is acute and profound. Movements to 
nothing occur in nature and in life. Only there are certainly none 'from 
nothing.' Always from something" (CW 38:133). Here Lenin seems to mis
consttue the circularity of Hegel's concept of negation, which can be 
seen in the triad being-nothing-becoming that began the Science of Logic 
and where the presence of nothing alongside being helped to drive 
cognition toward becoming. Here, in the chapter on illusory being, 
Hegel gives an example of what he means a bit further on in the same 
passage when he writes of "the nothingness of a nothing," which, "as 
the negation of a nothing, constitutes being'' (SL 400). Much of this 
seems to elude Lenin.22 

But Lenin has caught Hegel's sharp critique of essentialism. As 
Pippin notes in his discussion of this passage: "Indeed, contrary to many 
popular interpretations of Hegel (the ones with world spirit behind the 
scenes, pulling the historical strings), it appears that the major point of 
this section is to argue that there is literally nothing 'beyond' or 'behind' 
or responsible for the human experience of the world of ap�arances, 
and certainly not an Absolute Spirit"23 A bit later on Lenin adds to his 
abstract yet another endorsement of Hegel's critique of Kant, this time 
for Kant's failure to grasp the objectivity of illusory being: "Thus here 
also Hegel accuses Kant of subjectivism. This NB. Hegel is for the 
'objective validity' (sit venia verbo [if it may be called that]) of illusory 
being, 'of the immediate given' (the term, given, is common with Hegel 
in general.) The little philosophers dispute whether one should take as 
basis essence or the immediately given. (Kant, Hume, all Machists). 
Hegel substitutes 'and' for 'or,' and explains the concrete content of this 
'and'" (CW 38: 134). Lenin thus identifies with Hegel's critique of both 
essentialism and nominalism. Although Lenin does not state it explicitly 
here, he may be concerned not only with Kant and other philosophers 
but also with established Marxist theory, which had emphasized that 
politics and ideology are mere "supersttucture," whereas economics is 
the "base" and therefore the real foundation for a Marxist analysis. This 
type of economistic reductionism was prominent in European Marxism 
at least since the last years of Engels. 

Identity, Difference, and Contradiction and Lenin on Self-Mavement 

The next chapter, "The Essentialities or Determinations of Reflection," 
is especially important to Lenin because it deals with the key dialectical 
categories of identity, difference, and contradiction. Lenin summarizes 
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and appears to agree with Hegel's critique of the Aristotelian laws of 
identity and noncontradiction, whereby because A is A,  it cannot at the 
same time be not-A. In his notes Lenin writes: "Therefore Hegel 
elucidates the one-sidedness, the incorrectness, of the 'law of Identity' 
(A = A)'' (CW 38:134-35). For Hegel, identity leads not to harmony but 
to difference. As Max Horkheimer of the Frankfurt School once put it 
"According to Hegel,  in identity the differences are not merely negated, 
rather they must be 'sublated' [aufgehoben] in the double meaning of the 
word. Identity comes to be thought of as the conceptual unity of the 
contradictions."24 

Once Lenin gets into the key and often-discussed section on contra
diction, he writes: "This is acute and correct Every concrete thing, every 
concrete something, stands in multifarious and often contradictory 
relations to everything else, ergo it is itself and some other" (CW 
38: 138). Lenin now makes Hegel's law of contradiction and his concept 
of self-movement [Selbstbewegung]-or more generally, his dialectic-the 
key not only to Hegel but also to Marxism. First he writes down five full  
paragraphs from Hegel's brief section on the law of contradiction. The 
extract includes the following material: 

But it is one of the fundamental prejudices of logic as hitherto under
stood and of ordinary thinking, that contradiction is not so characteristi
cally essential and immanent a determination as identity; but in fact, if it 
were a question of grading the two determinations and they had to be 
kept separate, then contradiction would have to be taken as the profounder 
determination and more characteristic of essence. For as against contra
diction, identity is merely the determination of the simple immediate, of 
dead being; but contradiction is the root of all movement and vitality; it is 
only in so far as something has contradiction within it that it moves, has 
an urge and activity .... Further, it is not to be taken merely as an 
abnormality which only occurs here and there, but is rather the negative 
as determined in the sphere of essence, the principle of all self-movement, 
which consists solely in an exhibition of it. (SL 439-40) 

Here we are a long way not only from crude materialism but also from 
any notion of dialectic as merely fluid rather than static. The key has 
become self-movement and not merely movement And this self
movement arises from within the subject matter. Thus it is not a steady 
"flow" or the product of external force; instead, it arises from the inner 
contradictions of the subject matter that constitute the heart of dialecti
cal development and change. Putting it in terms of social theory, the 
internal contradictions of a given society are the key to grasping changes 
within that society, changes that develop as a process of self-development 
and self-movement 
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Lenin becomes very enthusiastic over having discovered this, not in 
Mane, but directly in Hegel: "Movement and 'self-movement' (this NB! 
arbitrary (independent) spontaneous, intemaUy-necessary movement) 

'change,' 'movement and life,' 'the principle of every self-movement,' 
'impulse' (Trieb) to 'movement' and 'activity'-opposite of'dead being:
Who would believe that this is the core of'Hegelianism,' of abstract and 
abstruse (difficult, absurd?) Hegelianism??" (CW 38:141). Thus, move
ment and self-movement have their basis in the internal contradictions 
of things and social phenomena. In his view of this movement as at the 
same time spontaneous and internally necessary, Lenin is rejecting the 
crudely deterministic models of the Marxism of the Second Interna
tional while at the same time identifying with Hegel's notion of a 
historically and socially grounded concept of subjectivity.25 This con
cept of self-movement through -contradiction, not identity or "dead 
being," is for Lenin the core of Hegel's Science of Lngic, something that 
he is evidently surprised to discover. 

This does not mean that Hegel alone has developed the revolution
ary dialectic, however. Not only Marx but also Engels is still needed. 
Lenin continues: " It is necessary to reveal, to understand, to save, 
release, purify this kernel-which is precisely what Marx atid Engels 
did. The idea of universal movement and change (1813, Lngic ) was 
captured before its application to life and society. It was proclaimed in 
reference to society (1847) earlier than in relation to man (1859)" (CW 
38:141). Thus, at the end of these remarks on contradiction he does 
refer to Engels as well as Marx and to "universal movement and change" 
and not "self-movement" through contradiction. The reference to the 
year 1847 is apparently to the Communist Manifesto; the one to 1859, to 
Charles Darwin's Origin of species. Thus, at this point Lenin excludes 
from his new concept of dialectic neither Engels in general nor Engels's 
fascination with Darwinian evolution. Nonetheless, the first of the 
previously cited passages, the one that takes up self-movement, suggests 
that Lenin is reaching beyond Engels and notions of mere fluidity as 
the core of the dialectic to notions that Engels did not stress: contradic
tion and especially self-movement. 

Dunayevskaya argues that the significance of the preceding passage 
in Lenin's abstract lies in his new appreciation of idealism: "From now 
on, Lenin shows the highest appreciation of the idealism in dialectical 
philosophy. Thought has its own dialectic and what is crucial here is 
that Lenin is not merely saying: Let's read Hegel materialistically . .. .  By 
now he has taken that for granted philosophically as well as in life, and, 
instead stresses that the idea of universal movement came first with 
Hegel, then with Marx, and finally with Darwin.''26 Lenin has thus 



Concepts of Being and Essence I 47 

moved further into a critical but direct appropriation of key categories 
from Hegel's work, which is taking him beyond his previous concept of 
dialectic. 

Now Lenin shows still more how fur he has come. We see that from 
the way in which he sums up what he has taken from Hegel's concept of 
contradiction: 

(1) Ordinary perception grasps the difference and the contradiction, but 
not the transition from the one to the other, but this i5 the most important. (2) 
Intelligent reflection and understanding. Reflection grasps the conlnl.diction, 
expresses it, brings things into relation to one another, allows the "concept 
to show through the contradiction," but does not express the concept of 
things and their relation. (3) Thinking reason (mind) [denkende Vernu1�] 
sharpens the blunt difference of variety, the mere manifold of imagination, 
to the essential difference, into oppositian. Only when the contradictions 
reach the peak do the manifOld entities become active (regsam)27 and 
lively in relation to one another,-they acquire that negativity which is 
the inner pulsation of self-movement and vitality. (CW 38:143) 

What is new here is the relationship Lenin sees between what intuitively 
appear to be total opposites: on one hand, spontaneous self-movement, 
and on the other, "thinking reason." Contradiction is not only in lifeless 
forces but, most importantly, in the life and interactions of human 
beings, who possess thinking reason. 

There is a lot of mention here by Lenin of thinking reason and of 
self-movement and vitality. His post-1914 concept of philosophy and 
social theory is, I will argue later, more nuanced, more open to spon
taneity, self-movement, and creativity from below. That is arguably the 
type of change that Lenin's Marxism is being shown to undergo in these 
Hegel Notebooks. 

Ground, ''Form and Content, " and Lenin's Attack on "God and the Absolute" 

Next comes Hegel's chapter entitled "Ground," which includes an 
important discussion of form in relation to essence, to matter, and, most 
importantly, to content As he did earlier with illusory being [Schein] 
and essence, Hegel in this chapter opposes any reduction of form to 
essence, matter, or content. As to form and essence, Hegel writes: "Form 
has essence in its own identity, just as essence has in its negative nature 
absolute form. The question cannot therefore be asked, how form is 
added to essence, for it is only the reflection of essence into essence 
itself [dar; Scheinen desselben in sick selbst1 essence's own immanent reflection" 
(SL 449-50). Thus, neither form nor essence determines its counterpart; 
rather, they are dialectically interrelated. Lenin records some of the 
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passage just quoted and then writes in his abstract: "Form is essential . 
Essence is formed. In one way or another also in dependence on 
Essence" (CW 38:144� Lenin does not do very much with the discussion 
of form and content, but it is there that Hegel demolishes the common 
notion that content is more important than form. 

From this point on Hegel moves into more critiques of the stand
point of natural science and what he considers to be its one-sided 
concept of ground. Hegel mocks what he considers to be the tautologi
cal basis of statements such as that nature is the ground of the world. 
Lenin summarizes this material briefly but seems to be put off a bit by 
this critique of science and even nature as the ground of the world. 
Lenin writes the following summary of the whole discussion of ground, 
where he expresses some reservations about Hegel 's idealism but none
theless seems to endorse his overall argument: 

If I'm not mistaken, there is much mysticism and empty pedantry here in 
the conclusions of Hegel. But the basic idea is one of genius: all-world, 
all-sided, living connection of everything with everything and of the 
reflection of this connection-standing Hegel materialistically on his 
head-in the concept of man, which must be so polished, broken-in, 
fl exible, mobile, relative, mutually connected, unified in opposi�on, as 
to embrnce the world. The continuation of the work of Hegel and Marx 
must consist in the dialectical elaborntion of the history of human thought, 
science, and technology. (CW 38:146-47) 

Here, on the one hand, Lenin wants to separate himself from Hegel's 
"mysticism" and to "invert" him materialistically. On the other hand, he 
identifies strongly with Hegel's concept of l iving totality, the "connection 
of everything with everything else." H e  refers to the ''work of Hegel and 
Marx," an expression quite unusual for the Marxism of 1914. In the 
margin, next to this summary, he alludes to methodological similarities 
between Hegel and Marx: "And a purely logical working out? It coincides. 
It must coincide as do induction and deduction in Capital" (CW 38:147). 

Some of this sense of identity as well as difference that Lenin himself 
evidently feels toward Hegel is shown even more forcefully when he 
continues his summary of Hegel's concept of interconnection: "A river 
and the drops in this river. The position of every drop, its relation to the 
others; the direction of its movement . . .  Concepts, as registration of 
individual aspects of the movement, of individual drops (= 'things'), of 
individual 'streams, ' etc. There you have the picture of the world accord
ing to Hegel's Logic, -of course minus God and the Absolute" (CW 
38: 147). Thus, despite some remarks to the .contrary quoted earlier, 
Lenin has not given up either his opposition to idealism or his inten-
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tion to read Hegel materialistically. As we have seen, however, when he 
gets caught up in Hegel's text, he sometimes contradicts this intention, 
bringing in many idealistic elements and on occasion writing of a 
needed unity between idealism and materialism. Since these are only 
notebooks, and not a finished work, they show the process of Lenin's 
contradictory thoughts as he grapples with these issues in the fall of 
1914. 

In his abstract Lenin continues his expressions of both identity and 
difference with Hegel as he comes to the end of the chapter on ground. 
He quotes approvingly Hegel's statement " When all the conditions of a 
fact are present, it enters into existence" (SL 4 77). Then he makes the 
following brief comment: "Very good! What has the Absolute Idea and 
idealism to do with it? Amusing, this 'derivation' of . . .  existence " (CW 
38:147; ellipsis in original). This appears to be a reaction against what 
Lenin perceives as an ultra-idealistic statement in Hegel's passage. He 
does not quote the following sentence, however: "The fact is, before it 
exists, it is, first, as essence or as an unconditioned; secondly, it has de
terminate being or is determinate, and this in the twofold manner above 
considered, on the one hand, in its conditions, and on the other, in 
its ground" (SL 477). It is possibly this further statement by Hegel that 
sets off Lenin's dismissal and ridicule. Dunayevskaya sees this passage 
quite differently, however, and argues that what Hegel means by condi
tions of a fact is "history itsel["28 To Hegel empirical facts are condi
tioned by history and emergent in a process of self-movement of 
various social forces and groups. Facts are not lifeless and motionless 
but rather go through a process of becoming, existence, and then 
nonexistence. It is the whole process and not the fact at an isolated 
point in time that is the key to a broader understanding. Later Lenin 
will concede that cognition shapes the world and thus does create 
"facts," but here he is still reacting strongly against Hegel's idealism. 

Existence 

The second section of "The Doctrine of Essence" is entitled "Appearance," 
and here Lenin's notes are a bit more compressed than in the earlier 
section, from which the majority of his notes on essence are drawn. This 
is in keeping with Hegel's own more compressed presentation of these 
issues. After summarizing Hegel's brief oveiView, where Hegel stresses 
once again that essence "must appear" (SL 4 78), Lenin turns to the first 
chapter of this section, "Existence." Marcuse sums up Hegel's transition 
from ground to existence thus: "The ground of a thing, for Hegel, is 
nothing other than the totality of its essence, materialized in the con
crete conditions and circumstances of existence. The essence is thus as 
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much historical as ontological. The essential potentialities of things 
realize themselves in the same comprehensive process that establishes 
their existence:'29 Whereas Marcuse sees historical aspects of Hegel's 
argument in this chapter, however, Lenin is at first put off by Hegel's 
references on the first page of his discussion to "proofs of the existence 
of God'' (SL 481). Lenin writes: ''And again . . .  on the existence of God!! 
This wretched God, as soon as the word existence is mentioned, he 
takes offense" (CW 38:148). 

What is more surprising is the fact that this dismissal of Hegel's 
mention and then sharp critique of the ontological proof for the 
existence of God does not stop Lenin from recording the nonreli
gious core of Hegel's concept of existence at this point in his abstract 
"Existence differs from Being by its mediation. [?By concreteness and 
Connection?f' (CW 38:148). By this time, even when we get to a text on 
the existence of God, Lenin does not dismiss it completely but tries to 
develop something out of it for Marxist dialectics. Leaving aside God 
and the absolute, at least in this passage, does not mean skipping over 
key arguments in Hegel's text simply because they are developed out of 
a discussion of religion. Lenin evidently finds himself on more familiar 
ground in the next parts of this chapter, much of which co�ists once 
again of critiques of Kant's thing-in-itself: from which he takes down 
some fairly lengthy extracts in h is abstract. In the middle of these 
extracts he writes in the margin of his abstract "the core = against 
subjectivism and the split between the thing-in-itself and appearances'' 
(CW 38:150). 

Appearance and Lenin's Critique of 
the Laws of Fannal Logic and Natural Science 

"Appearance" is the title not only of this entire section within "The 
Doctrine of Essence" but also of its second chapter. Here appearance 
[Erscheinung] is not only a (false) reflection of reality, as was illusory 
being [Schein], but also, Hegel writes, something more fundamental . 
Appearance is the manifestation of essence . To i l lustrate his point he 
argues that, for example, in some forms of Indian philosophy appear
ance is irrelevant and that there is no real connection between essence 
and appearance: "Appearance is at first essence in its Existence . . . .  But 
if it is said that something is only Appearance, in the sense that contl'asted 
with it immediate Existence is the truth, then the fact is that Appearance is 
the higher truth . . . .  It is when Existence passes over into Appearance 
that it ceases to be essenceless . . . .  Appearance is accordingly the unity 
of illusory being and Existence" (SL 499-500). Lenin takes down some 
of this in his abstract and then begins to read Hegel's discussion of the 
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"law of  appearance," which h e  finds difficult going, writing: "Here in 
general utter obscurity" (CW 38:150). 

Findlay writes that in these passages Hegel is developing laws of 
appearance that "do not lie beyond" appearances "but are present in 
them," laws that Hegel seeks to make "more and more extended so as to 
cover every detail ," up to and including "the whole content of whatever 
exists or might have existed in the whole universe," whereupon "it will 
no longer be possible to differentiate the two worlds'' of appearance and 
actual content.30 At the same time, Hegel in this discussion says that 
such an "essential unity has not yet emerged in the law" (SL 504), and 
he concludes that although law is "essential form," it is "not as yet real 
form which is reflected into its sides as content'' (SL 505). 

Despite his complaint about Hegel's obscurity, Lenin evidently catches 
some of this, writing in his abstract: "But there is a vital thought, 
evidently: the concept of law is one of the stages of cognition by man of 
unity and connection, of the reciprocal dependence and totality of the 
\VOrld process. The 'treatment' and 'twisting' of words and concepts to 
which Hegel devotes himself here is a struggle against making the 
concept of law absolute, against simplifying it, against making a fetish of 
it. N B for modem physics'' (CW 38:150-51). Here Lenin seems to agree 
with Hegel's development of the concept of law, one that attempts to 
unite content and appearance, as against the more external type of laws, 
which, argues Hegel, is used in natural science and formal logic. 

Lenin takes down the following sentence from Hegel's text: "Accord
ingly, law is not beyond Appearance but is immediately present in it; 
the realm of Laws is the motionless reflection [ruh,ge Abbild] of the 
world of Existence or Appearance" (SL 503; translation altered). Lenin 
then writes: "This is remarkably materialistic and remarkably pointed 
(in a word, 'motionless') determination. Law takes the motionless-and 
therefore law, every law, is narrow, incomplete, an approximation" (CW 
38:151). Once again, there is an implicit critique of the type of laws 
found in formal logic and natural science, and it is certainly possible 
that Lenin intends this critique also to apply to the scientistic and 
formalized Marxism of the Second International. This is only an inference, 
however, since there is no textual evidence in these pages of the abstract 
linking the critique of law to Marxist theory. Lenin sums up Hegel's 
discussion of appearance thus: "The essence is that both the World of 
Appearance and the world which is in itself are essentially moment5 of 
man's knowledge of nature, steps, changes in (or deepening of) knowledge. 
The shifting of the world further and further from the world of 
appearance-that is what is not yet visible in Hegel .  N B. Do not the 
'moments' of the Notion with Hegel have the significance of 'moments' 
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of transition?" (CW 38:153). In this comment Lenin seems to support 
much of Hegel's critique of laws of appearance but at the same time to 
express some reservation toward the extremely close identity that Hegel 
has created between his concept of appearance and essence. 

The Essential Relation: The Whole and the Pam 

The third chapter of the section on appearance is entitled "Essential 
Relation," and one of the key discussions here is on the whole and the 
parts. Dunayevskaya regards this discussion of a mediated relation 
between the whole and the parts as a very important one for Marxist 
theory: ''The relationship of the Whole and the Parts . . .  has been to me 
a key, not merely to this section of Hegel, but to the entire philosophy 
of both Hegel and Marx. Thus, when I say that the whole is not only the 
sum total of the parts, but has a pull on the parts that are not yet there, 
even as the future has a pull on the present, i t  is obvious that we have 
moved from abstract philosophic conceptions to the actual world, and 
from the actual world back again to philosophy, but this time as 
enriched by the actual."31 This is not really Lenin's focus as he reads this 
chapter, however. He seems dubious of the very concept of moving 
from the whole to the parts. .t 

Lenin summarizes some of Hegel's text but then attacks one of the 
transitions, where Hegel writes that the contradiction between the 
whole and the parts has resolved itself into "Force [Kraft] and its 
expression [Ausserung1 " which is their truth (SL 517). This transition is a 
difficult one, and it has also perplexed many Hegel scholars. Apparently 
exasperated by Hegel's obscurity, Lenin suddenly agrees in part with 
the British positivist Karl Pearson's attack on many of Hegel's transitions 
in the Science of Logic as nonsensical: "This is one of 1, 000 similar passages 
in Hegel, which arouse the fury of naive philosophers like Pearson, the 
author of The Grammar of Science. He . . .  exclaims in fury: what galimatias 
is l;>eing taught in our schools! !  And in a certain limited sense he is right. To 
teach that is stupid. One must first of all extract the materialist dialectics 
from it. Nine-tenths of it, however, is chaff, rubbish" (CW 38:154). 
Althusser has focused on the last part of this passage to argue that 
Lenin is rejecting nine-tenths of the Science of Logic. Such an interpreta
tion seems excessive to me.32 In this comment Lenin could alternatively 
be read as suggesting that in these types of passages in Hegel's text, but 
only in them, nine-tenths should be thrown aside. Otherwise, the fact of 
his extensive notes on the Science of Logic makes little sense. 

There is also the interesting question of whether Lenin is in his 
entire abstract really fol lowing the occasional references he makes to 
throwing aside the "idealist" elements in Hegel. Did he write that he was 
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rejecting Hegel's idealism to reassure himself frQm time to time that he 
was not falling overboard in reading Hegel? We cannot know. Rejecting 
Hegel's idealism in toto may have been his intention, but we have seen 
and will see many key passages where Hegel's text is unmistakably 
idealistic, and yet Lenin manages to "extract'' quite a bit from them. His 
study of Hegel thus seems to have gotten away from him, or at least 
from some of his intentions. But such is the case in many major 
intellectual projects, where the work seemingly takes on a life of its own, 
getting away from its author, and Lenin's study of Hegel was no quick 
review but a major, months-long effort By the end of his abstract we will 
see him conclude that most of Hegel's Science of Logic is in fact materialistic. 
These "contradictions" in Lenin's abstract cannot be fully resolved, since 
he never wrote up the material as a finished work, and it is therefore 
full  of the inconsistencies and false starts of an actual grappling with 
Hegel as part of his own rethinking of Marxist dialectics. 

Actuality: The Absolute as a Closed Totality 

Under the topic of"Actuality," the last part of "The Doctrine of Essence," 
the distinction between appearance and essence collapses into a new 
unity, which Hegel terms actuality. Hegel here moves beyond the 
one-sided view of common sense that the immediate external world is 
the sole reality . while equally opposing the essentialist and mystical 
arguments to the effect that the external world is unreal and that 
essence is the true reality. For Hegel, essence must actually appear, and 
it appears in a unity of essence and appearance as actuality. In the 
category of actuality, essence more fully manifests itself. A great number 
of issues are addressed under the theme of actuality, but the key 
question for Lenin is Hegel's discussion of necessity and causality. 

Lenin more or less skips over the beginning chapter of this section, 
''The Absolute," taking issue with Hegel's expression that in "the abso
lute itself is no becoming'' (SL 53 1 ). After taking down this passage, 
Lenin writes "nonsense about the Absolute" (CW 38: 1 56). At this stage 
the absolute is for Hegel on� of "absolute identity" where "the absolute 
does not determine itself" and thus sounds very much like the type of 
closure that Engels and other Marxists claim to be at the · root of the 
dogmatic character of Hegel 's absolute. This passage is only one of 
several treatments of the absolute in the Science of Logic, however, and I 
will argue that in the later stages, especially in material on the absolute 
idea, Hegel 's absolute does show a process of becoming and self
determination. Nonetheless, the absolute seems to be more like 
oppositionless closure at this relatively early stage of the development 
of Hegel's argument. 
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At this stage the type of absolute that Hegel is discussing is really in 
the form of Spinoza's absolute substance, an absolute into which all  
distinction has vanished: "Spinozism is a defective philosophy because 
in it reflection and its manifold determining is an external thinking. The 
substance of this system is one substance, one indivisible totality; there is 
no determinateness that is not contained and dissolved in this absolute . 
. . . Spinoza stops short at negation as determinateness or quality; he does 
not advance to a cognition of negation as absolute, that is, self-negating, 
negation . . . .  [For Spinoza] substance lacks the principle of personality" 
(SL 536). Thus, Hegel is himself critiquing the position that Lenin 
seems to ascribe to him, one of an undifferentiated absolute substance.33 
Lenin does not appear to fol low Hegel's argument very well, however, 
and he writes in his abstract that "Hegel speaks (all too obscurely) of the 
defects of the philosophy of Spinoza and Leibniz" (CW 38:156). The 
central issue here is that this absolute at the end of "The Doctrine of 
Essence" is closed, fixed, an absolute substance. Several hundred pages 
later, the third and final book of the Science of Logic, "The Doctrine of 
the Notion," which Hegel also terms the "Subjective Logic," also ends 
with an absolute, the absolute idea. But there, as we will see, absolute 
subjectivity rather than absolute substance is the key, giving th• reader a 
greater sense of openness. 

Actuality: Cause and Effect 

Next, Lenin addresses Hegel's discussion of possibility and necessity in 
relation to actuality. From now on in his abstract Lenin begins referring 
to Hegel's shorter Encyclopedia Logic alongside the Science of Logic, and 
his notes will contain extracts from both texts. On the issue of possibi lity 
and necessity, Lenin writes that "in the small Logic (the Encyclopedia) the 
same thing is expounded very often more clearly, with more examples" 
(CW 38:157). This will become important in his notes on the idea of the 
good in "The Doctrine of the Notion," where, I will argue, his use of the 
Encyclopedia Logic will lead him to miss some key issues in the Science of 
Logic. Lenin takes down some extracts from Hegel's discussion of 
possibility and actuality, but he does not draw out any connections to 
Marxist dialectics or even really comment on it.34 

He does quite a bit more with the last chapter in "The Doctrine of 
Essence," "The Absolute Relation," which includes one of Hegel's dis
cussions of the dialectic of cause and effect. This has obvious relevance 
to Marxist theory for Lenin, since great debates were then taking place 
over the causes of war and imperialism. Hegel sees cause and effect not 
so inuch as separate categories but rather as part of an interconnected 
relationship of events and factors. Later Hegel will show us that what 
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moves history, in his view, is. not so much causality as the "free self
movement" of the subject At this point, however, Hegel concentrates on 
tearing apart earlier philosophical concepts of causality. A sense of this 
is given in this chapter when Hegel writes that the concept of cause and 
effect should not be applied to "physic�anic and mental [geistigen] life " 
(SL 562), since a cause "which acts o n  a l iving being i s  independently 
determined, and transmuted by it" (SL 562): "Thus it  is inadmissible to 
say that food is the cause of blood, or certain dishes or chill damp are 
the causes of fever, and so on; it is equally inadmissible to assign the 
ionic climate as the cause of Homer's works, or Caesar's ambition as the 
cause of the downfall of the republican constitution of Rome. In history 
generally, mental or spiritual entities [geistige M�en] and individuals 
are in play and reciprocal determination with each other" (SL 562). 
This higher level of what is usually termed causality, Hegel concludes, 
can be treated adequately only at a later stage of the Science of Logic that 
deals with the idea, by which time a freely developing self-consciousness 
has been articulated. 

Lenin applauds Hegel at every stage in  this critique of the concept of 
causality. After quoting Hegel's statement that "Effect contains nothing 
whatever that cause does not contain" (SL 559), he writes: "Cause and 
Effect, ergo, are merely moments of universal reciprocal dependence, 
of (universal) connection, of the reciprocal concatenation of events, 
merely links in the chain of the development of matter . . .  the all
sidedness and all-embracing character of the interconnection of the 
world, which is only one-sidedly, fragmentarily and incompletely 
expressed by causality" (CW 38:159). Lenin not only shares Hegel's 
concept of a reciprocity between cause and effect but uses it to criticize 
"neo-em piricism." 

After noting in the margin that "necessity does not disappear, when it 
becomes freedom,"  he writes: 

When one reads Hegel on causality, it appears strange at first glance that 
he dwells so relatively lightly on this theme, beloved of the Kantians. 
Why? Because, for him causality is only one of the determinations of the 
universal connection, which he has already grasped in a much deeper, 
and all-sided manner, in all its development, has from the very beginning 
and always emphasized this connection (reciprocal transitions), etc., etc. 
It would be very instructive to compare the "trnvail" of neo-empiricism 
(respective "physical idealism") with the solution, or more accurately, 
with the dialectical method of Hegel. (CW 38:162) 

Lenin thus fully approves of the short shrift Hegel makes of causality as 
an isolated, narrow topic. 
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His approval comes just before we reach the final part of the Science 
of Logic, on the doctrine of the notion, or subjective logic, where we get 
Lenin's full discussion on self-movement Unlike his approach to "The 
Doctrine of Being," where he took extensive notes only in the first part, 
Lenin has taken notes fairly evenly throughout the book on essence, 
since most of its chapters seemed to have a relationship to issues raised 
by Marxists. We have seen how he has moved, step by step, sometimes 
seemingly away from but in general toward a new appreciation of 
H egel-and away from the pre- 1 9 1 4  Marxism as seen in Engels, 
Plekhanov, and his own earlier writings. 

In his reading of"The Doctrine of Essence" Lenin has developed his 
concept of dialectic still further. ( 1 )  He has deepened his grasp of the 
interrelationship of essence and appearance, whether in the early form 
of illusory being or the later forms of appearance and actuality. He no 
longer views appearance as reducible to essence. (2) He has found 
self-movement to be a major part of the category of contradiction. (3) 
Most of all, he has identified with Hegel's critique of the commonsense 
concept of cause and effect (4) Nevertheless, he continues occasionally 
to affirm that he is reading Hegel minus "God and the Absolute ." 
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The Subjective Logic: 
The Core of Lenin's 1 9 1 4  

Hegel Studies 

The final section of the Science of li:Jgic, "The Doctrine of the Notion," 
which Hegel terms the "subjective logic'' and "the realm of subjectivity 
or freedom" (SL 571 ), is the heart and soul of Hegel's dialectic. It is not, 
we shall see, that the subject matter of "the notion" (or concept) is 
entirely new. Rather, it is a unique approach to this subject matter, 
putting freedom and self-movement at its center, that distinguishes 
Hegel's doctrine of the notion. As I will demonstrate in this chapter, 
Hegel's stress on subjectivity has a great impact on Lenin. For Hegel, 
the notion, or concept, in philosophy is directly connected to and flows 
out of his concept of freedom and subjectivity. At the same time, to 
really develop itself: this subjectivity needs the power of philosophical 
thought, as exemplified by the notion. As Marcuse notes: 

Freedom is, in the last analysis, not an attribute of the thinking subject as 
such, but of the truth that this subject holds and wields. Freedom is thus 
an attribute of the notion, and the true form of reality in which the 
essence of being is realized is the notion . . . .  Hegel's Doctrine of the 
Notion really develops the categories of freedom. These comprehend 
the world as it appears when thought has liberated itself from the power 
of a "reified" reality, when the subject has emerged as the "substance" of 
being. ! 

In this concluding book of the Science of li:Jgic, Hegel takes us from the 
concept of subjectivity to a critique of traditional categories in logic 
such as the syllogism and, finally, to the absolute idea From the 
beginning Hegel emphasizes that "with the Notion, therefore, we have 
entered the realm of freedom" (SL 582). 

The section of Lenin's abstract covering "The Doctrine of the Notion" 
consists of over 60 printed pages of notes and excerpts for only 269 
pages of Hegel's text. It is here that Lenin has taken his most extensive 
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notes. On that ground alone it could be argued that this section is the 
core of Lenin's response to Hegel .  More important than the length of 
Lenin's notes, however, is their depth, their range of concepts, and the 
increasingly greater extent to which Lenin begins to speak with his own 
voice. He makes long summaries of what the dialectic now means to 
him as a result of his having read closely Hegel's Science of Logic. 

The Notion in General : The "Self-Conscious Subject" 

Lenin has not completely given up on the idea of "inverting" Hegel's 
idealistic standpoint even at the level of the notion. Thus, as this book 
of the Science of Logic opens, and Hegel writes that being and essence 
are "moments" of the "becoming" of the notion, Lenin objects to such 
idealistic language: "Should be inverted:  concepts [Notions] are the 
highest product of the brain, the highest product of matter" (CW 
38:167). The stress on matter is reminiscent ofhis earlier Materialism and 
Empirio-Criticir;m. Lenin seems here to question a core argument of 
Hegel's Science of Logic, the argument that being and essence rest on the 
notion, or concept, which is more fundamental than either of them. 

This does not mean, however, that Lenin objects to Hegel'� critique 
here of Spinoza's concept of substance, unlike some Marxists such as 
Althusser or Maximilien Rubel,2 who have preferred Spinoza to Hegel .  
Lenin summarizes Hegel's critique of Spinoza's concept of substance 
in the opening pages of "The Doctrine of the Notion." This critique 
is especially notable because it includes a detailed description of Hegel's 
concept of immanent critique, a critique that, Hegel writes, is not "ex
ternal," but "must penetrate the opponent's stronghold and meet him 
on his own ground" (SL 581). As part of his critique Hegel attacks 
Spinoza for lacking a concept of"the freedom and independence of the 
self-conscious subject" (SL 581). Lenin takes down some of this, under
lining the phrase about freedom and self-consciousness. In his synopsis 
Lenin writes that in "Spinoza's system there is no free, independent, 
conscious subject," and that "in Spinoza also thought is an attribute of 
substance" (CW 38:168). Lenin makes no objection in his notes to these 
Hegelian critiques of Spinoza, and in fuct he seems to identify with 
them, even though they seem at variance with what he wrote on the 
previous page of his notes about matter as the determinant. 

From this point on Lenin becomes absorbed in Hegel's critique of 
Kant. He records and applauds several attacks by Hegel on Kant's 
thing-in-itself. Also, he seems no longer as wary as he was previously of 
Hegel's absolute, writing in his abstract: "Hegel raises Kant's idealism 
from being subjective to being objective and absolute" (CW 38: 168). 
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Lenin is particularly impressed by the following passage, which he takes 
down, writing the last few lines in capital letters: "here, too, the Notion is 
to be regarded not as the act of the self-conscious understanding, not as 
the subjective understanding, but as the Notion in its own absolute charac
ter which constitutes a stage of nature as well as of spirit [mind]. Life, or 
organic nature, is the stage of nature at which the Notion emerges" (SL 
586). Lenin regards the last lines of this passage, on Hegel's categories of 
life and nature, as connected to materialism, and he writes in the 
margin of his abstract: "The 'eve' of the transformation of objective 
idealism into materialism" (CW 38:169). This is, <\8 we will see, the first 
of many instances where Lenin ties Hegel's concept of nature to 
materialism. 

On the one hand, this procedure has the merit of stressing that 
Hegel's logical categories include a real, often historical, content. On 
the other hand, however, this same procedure serves to limit Lenin's 
reading of Hegel, leading him on occasion to subordinate the dialectic 
to materialism in a one-sided manner. In the previously quoted passage 
from Hegel, it means that Lenin stops his quotation just before Hegel 
adds that when the notion emerges directly from nature, it is sti l l  
"unaware of itself and unthinking," as well  as "blind." This state of affairs 
is only a preliminary stage, however, and "the Notion that is self
conscious pertains solely to. mind" (SL 586). Thus, although quick to 
identify Hegel's transition from nature to notion with materialism, 
Lenin skips over the equally important transition from nature to mind 
or spirit, in which the sphere of self-consciousness develops more fully. 
I will take up this problem a bit later, when it reemerges during Lenin's 
discussion of the absolute idea. 

Lenin sums up this passage and many preceding ones, all of which 
he has taken down in his abstract, as follows: "Hegel refutes Kant, precisely, 
epistemologically. (Engels himself probably had this passage in mind when 
he wrote in Ludwig Feuerbach that the main point against Kant had 
already been made by Hegel, insofar as this was possible from an 
idealistic standpoint), -exposing Kant's duality and inconsistency, his, 
so to speak, vacillation between empiricism (= materialism) and idealism, 
Hegel himself arguing wholly and exclusively from the standpoint of a 
more consistent idealism" (CW 38: 169-70). What is at issue for Hegel here 
is Kant's dualism, his concessions to skepticism and empiricism, and the 
strict separation that Kant maintains between ethical and factual analysis. 
In addition, however, as seen directly in the passage just quoted, Lenin 
is still relying in important ways on Engels's truncated view of the 
Hegel-Marx relationship. 

He also takes down Hegel's critique of Kant's concessions to empiricism: 
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"People often say, 'It is only a notion,' contrasting the notion . . .  with 
sensuous, spatial and temporal, palpable reality as something more 
excellent than the Notion" (SL 587). Hegel continues: "But philosophy 
gives a reasoned [begriffene] insight into the true state of the case with 
regard to sensuous being . . . .  Abstract thinking, therefore, is not to be 
regarded as a mere setting aside of the sensuous material" (SL 588). 
Siding with Hegel ,  Lenin sums all this up for himself as follows: 

Hegel is essentially completely right against Kant. Thought, emerging 
from the concrete to the abstract, does not separate-if it is cOrTect (NB) 
(and Kant, like all philosophers, speaks about correct thinking)-.from 
truth, but goes toward it. Abstraction of matter; of natural law, abstraction 
of value, etc., in short all scientific (correct, serious, not nonsensical, not 
absurd) abstractions reflect nature more deeply, truly, fully. From living 
observation to abstract thinking, and from this to practice-such is the 
dialectical road to knowledge of truth, the knowledge of objective reality. 
(CW 38: 1 7 1 ) 

Like Hegel, Lenin is concerned with the importance of  abstraction in 
analyzing the world and rejects the separation between notion and reality. 

He  quotes another similar passage from Hegel defen<Jing the 
importance of abstract categories. That passage concludes: "Could one 
ever have thought that philosophy would deny truth to essences [ We5en] 
because they lack the spatial and temporal material of the sensuous 
world?" (SL 590; translation altered). Here Lenin draws a line of com
parison from Hegel to the concept of value in Marx's Capital: "Here, 
too, Hegel is essentially right; value is a category which 'lacks the 
material of the sensuous world,' but it is truer than the law of supply 
and demand" (CW 38: 172). This is an apparent reference to the open
ing passages of Capital, where Marx writes that in measuring the 
e�change value of commodities, "all sensuous characteristics are extin
guished," and therefore only the power of"abstraction" allows us to find 
their common component, "that of being products of labor."3 This is 
what allows Marx to attack and transcend the market law of supply and 
demand, where value is determined by socially necessary labor time. 
Here, it appears that Lenin has gained a deeper understanding of one 
of Marx's key economic categories from Hegel's chapter on the notion, 
while at the same time he has found yet another close affinity between 
Marx's dialectic and that of Hegel. 

Lenin next takes down a whole series of paragraphs, culminating in 
the fol lowing critique of Kant's thing-in-itself: 

It' will always stand out as a marvel how the Kantian philosophy recog
nized the relation of thought to sensuous reality, beyond which it did not 
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advance, as only a relative relation of mere Appearance, and perfectly 
well recognized and enunciated a higher unity of both in the Idea in 
general and, for example, in the Idea of an intuitive understanding, and 
yet stopped short at this relative relation and the assertion that the 
Notion is and remains utterly separate from reality-thus asserting as 
truth what it declared to be finite cognition, and denouncing as an 
unjustified extravagance and a figment of thought what it recognized as 
truth and of which it established the specific notion. (SL 592) 

Lenin high lights the second half of this passage but does not comment 
on it. 

Although happy to find affinities to Marx, Lenin still tends to dismiss 
some of Hegel's discussion of consciousness, especially where Hegel 
refers to going beyond Aristotle's "descriptive natural history of the 
phenomena of thinkingjust as they occur" (SL 595). Lenin writes: "Here 
Hegel is idealistically unclear, and fails to speak out fully. Mysticism. Not 
psychology, not the phenomenology of mind, but logic = the question 
of truth" ( CW 38: 1 75). Here, evidently, he still considers Hegel's 
Phenomenology to be a mystical work devoid of important connections to 
Marxism, while he extols the Science of Logic as dealing with "the 
question of truth" rather than "psychology.''4 Of course, as I have 
mentioned, Lenin and his generation of Marxists were unaware that 
Marx devoted his "Critique of the Hegelian Dialectic" ( 1844) to the 
Phenomenology. Lenin's notes also continue to skip over discussions of 
one of Hegel's key categories, the negation of the negation. In a passage 
a few pages later, which Lenin does not record, Hegel writes: "Essence is 
the first mgation of being, which has thereby become illusory being; the 
Notion is the second mgation or the negation of this negation, and is 
therefore being once more, but being that has been restored as the 
infinite mediation and negativity of being within itself" (SL 596). Lenin 
not only skips over this passage but also attacks as a recourse to idealism 
Hegel's remark a few paragraphs later that "the adequate Notion is the 
Idea " and that "ofdective Notion . . . possesses in and for it5elf, also a posited 
identity" (SL 597). Lenin records these phrases and then writes: 
"objectivism + mysticism and betrayal of development" (CW 38: 1 75). 

On the other hand, Findlay writes that Hegel's notion, far from being 
mystical or purely idealistic, has a real material content: "The thought 
of Logic, in particular, while in a sense purely formal, without the rich 
content which will accrue to it from the study of nature and mind, has, 
none the less, Hegel holds, a content, a material, a 'reality' peculiar to 
itsel£ . . .  It is in this sense and no other that Hegel holds Universal 
Concepts to be 'concrete' and 'self-specifying.' There is no trace in h is 
practice, despite some use of generative metaphors, of any attempt to 
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beget what is Specific or Individual out of the mere Universality of the 
Notion:•s Thus Findlay's account is in some respects very different from 
what Lenin sees in these early discussions of the notion, but as he goes 
further into Hegel's text, Lenin will come closer to a position like 
Findlay's. 

The Syllogism and the Relation of H egel to Marxism 

Criti� of the Syllogism in Formal Logic 

Lenin now goes very lightly over nearly sixty pages of Hegel's text, pages 
dealing both with additional preliminary discussions of the notion and 
with the category of j udgment, before stopping to take some detailed 
notes on the chapter on the syllogism. According to Findlay, this part of 
Hegel's text, including the chapter on the syllogism, "is the only part 
that answers to the traditional concept of Logic."6 This focus on tradi
tional logic, together with Lenin's interest in dialectics rather than 
formal logic, perhaps partly explains why he does not take down or 
comment on any passages from the chapter on judgment; in addition, 
however, he writes in his abstract that he finds these chapterst"in the 
highest degree abstract and abstruse" and "a best means for getting a 
headache" (CW 38: 1 76). Instead of making a detailed analysis, Lenin 
writes a general summary: 

Apparently, here too what is important for Hegel is to mark the tr.msitions. 
From a certain point of view, under certain conditions, the universal is 
the particular, the particular is the universal. Not only ( 1 )  the connection, 
and an indissoluble connection, of all notions and judgements, but (2) 
transitions of one into the other, and not only transition, but also (3) 
identity of opposites. That is what is important to Hegel. But this only 
"pierces through" the mist of analysis of the "arch-abstruse." The history 
of thought from the point of view of development and application of 
universal notions and categories of the Logic-that i5 what i5 needed! ( CW 
38:177) 

Lenin does quite a bit more with Hegel's treatment of the syllogism. He 
seems especially to enjoy Hegel's humorous dismissal of the syllogisms 
of"school logic, " and he writes: "Quoting . . .  the 'famous' syllogism-'all 
men are mortal, Gaius is a man, therefore he is mortal '-Hegel shrewdly 
adds: 'Boredom immediately descends when such a syllogism is heard 
approaching'-this is declared to be due to the 'useless form' [of the 
syllogism in formal logic]" (CW 38:1 77). But Lenin has a far different 
attitude to the dialectical syllogisms that Hegel develops, one of which 
he connects to Marx's Capital. 
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He applauds Hegel's remark that "everything is a syllogism" (SL 669) 
and writes: "Hegel's analysis of the Syllogisms (1-P-U, 'individual, 
particular, universal, '  P-1-U, etc.) is reminiscent of Marx's imitation of 
Hegel in Chapter f' (CW 38:177-78). On the one hand, Lenin is no 
doubt referring to statements by Marx in the afterword to the 1873 
German edition of Capital on how he "coquetted" with Hegel in the first 
chapter of that work. There, as I discussed in chapter 1 ,  Marx also 
writes that his dialectical method is the "opposite" of Hegel's. On the 
other hand, Lenin may also be referring to the way in which Hegel's 
doctrine of the notion sheds light on Marx's theory of value, as we have 
seen a bit earlier in his notes. 

Just how remarkably Hegel affected Lenin here might be traced by a 
closer look at the following long statement from Lenin, which he 
entitles "The question of the true significance of Hegel's Logic. " The 
first part of it reads: "The forming of (abstract) notions and their 
utilization already include the presentation, the conviction, the canscioumess 
of the law of the objective world connections. It is absurd to single out 
causality from this. It is impossible to reject the objectivity of notions, 
the objectivity of the universal in the particular and in the individual. 
Consequently, Hegel considerably more profoundly than Kant and 
others, investigates the reflection of the movement of the objective 
world in the movement of notions" (CW 38: 1 78). In his statement about 
"objective world connections" Lenin seems closer to Findlay's previously 
cited view that Hegel's notions are not mystical or purely abstract but 
have a real content and are related to the material world, something 
Lenin did not appear to see when he began his study of "The Doctrine 
of the Notion." Second, Lenin's statement here shows that he is no 
longer as interested as he once was in the issue of causality apart from 
the general issue of objective world connections. At the level of the 
notion, even Hegel's earlier critique of causal ity in "The Doctrine 
of Essence" seems limited. The stress now is on movement and 
self-movement 

Lenin continues his statement, now linking Hegel once again to the 
first chapter of Capital: ':Just as the simple value form, the individual act 
of exchange of a given commodity for another, already includes in an 
undeveloped form all major contradictions of capitalism, -so the sim
plest generalization, the first and simplest forming of notians Gudgements, 
syllogisms, etc . )  signifies the ever-deeper cognition of the objective world 
connections. It is necessary here to seek the real sense, significance and 
role of Hegelian Logic. This NB" (CW 38: 1 78-79). In this statement and 
the other two less explicit ones j ust cited, Lenin is the first Marxist of 
the twentieth century to stress the "Hegelianism" of chapter 1 of Capital. 
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That chapter's structure begins with the seemingly simple form of the 
commodity and yet ends with the fetishism of the commodity. It is im
portant not to miss this newness in Lenin: making notes on Hegel he 
states nothing less than that in chapter 1 of Capital, the "simple form of 
value . . .  already includes in an undeveloped form all the main contra
dictions of capitalism." 

Lenin's Aphorism on Critique and Self-Critique of Pre-1914 Marxism 

In one of her discussions of Lenin's Hegel Notebooks, Dunayevskaya 
writes: "It is under the section of 'Syllogisms,' where Hegel destroys the 
opposition between subjectivity and objectivity, that Lenin bursts forth 
with the aphorisms that reveal how decisive was his break with his own 
philosophic past "7 Lenin begins in his notes with what he calls "two 
aphorisms." He directs them against the established Marxist philosophy 
on which he had been brought up, and against Plekhanov especially. 
He entitles these two aphorisms, "Regarding the question of the criti
cism of contemporary Kantianism, Machism, etc.": " I .  Plekhanov criti
cizes Kantianism (and agnosticism in general) more from the vulgar 
materialistic than the dialectical materialistic point of view, insofar as he 
merely rejects their views from the outside, but does not corr�ct them 
(as Hegel corrected Kant), deepening, generalizing, broadening them, 
showing the connections and transitions of each and every notion. 2. (At 
the beginning of the twentieth century) Marxists criticized the Kantians 
and Humists more in a Feuerbachian (and Biichnerian), than a Hegelian, 
manner" (CW 38: 179). There are several major issues here. First, there is 
the application of the term "vulgar materialist" to Plekhanov. This is 
very significant. Previous to 19 14 Lenin, following Engels, saw two 
philosophical camps, idealism and materialism, and placed Plekhanov 
in the camp of materialism, even when he disagreed with Plekhanov's 
political positions. As I discussed in the previous chapter, while 
still looking at "The Doctrine of Being" Lenin first articulated his 
category of "vulgar materialism" as a critique of established Marxism. 
He also wrote at that time of Hegel's notion of the "transformation of 
the ideal into the real" as a "profound" one (CW 38:1 14). He did not, 
however, mention any specific exponent of vulgar materialism. Now he 
names such an example, Plekhanov, the chief philosopher of Russian 
Marxism and one of the key authorities on dialectics in the Second 
International. He argues that Plekhanov is not really a dialectician 
because his critique of Kant was external rather than dialectical and 
immanent.B 

Second, there is the issue of becoming "Hegelian." Never before has 
Lenin implied that Marxists would need to carry out a "Hegelian" 
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analysis. Up to this j uncture he has pointed more to the need to study 
Hegel as a way of really understanding Marx. Here he implies that 
certain philosophical issues such as the critique of Kantianism call for 
an analysis in "a Hegelian manner." Lenin thus has become the first 
Hegelian Marxist of the twentieth century. 

Third, there is the implication that Feuerbach too is a vulgar materialist, 
or at the least, that his materialism is very far from being fully dialectical 
in the Hegelian manner. This is a major change even from Lenin's essay 
"Karl Marx," written only weeks earlier. There, as I discussed in chapter 
1,  Lenin, fur from critiquing Feuerbach, writes of the latter's "historic 
significance" because of "his having resolutely broken with Hegel's 
idealism" (CW 2 1 :50). This is also an indication of which parts of the 
essay "Karl Marx" Lenin may have wanted to change, desires he expressed 
in his letter to the publisher after he completed his "Abstract of Hegel's 
Science of Logic. " Unfortunately, he never got to make those changes. 

Fourth, there are strong indications here of a critique of his own 
earlier views. Although many Marxists had written against Kantianism, 
only in Russian Marxism did Machism become a major issue. Lenin 
and Plekhanov were the two major figures to critique Mach within 
Russian Marxism. Thus, Lenin's reference to "criticism of contemporary 
Kantianism, Machism, etc.," which he places "at the beginning of the 
twentieth century," very likely refers not only to Plekhanov's work but 
also to his own earlier and crudely materialist work, Materialism and 
Empirio-Criticism. Lenin's earlier book had many references to Feuerbach 
and Engels, but few to Hegel. It is thus highly probable that he had his 
own book in mind when he criticized Marxists at the beginning of the 
twentieth century for not having carried out a really dialectical, Hegelian 
critique of bourgeois philosophy. 

The Aphorism on Regen Logic and Mar.x:S Capital 

Lenin amplifies the preceding statements in his next aphorism, per
haps the most quoted one of all from the Hegel Notebooks. It reads: 
"Aphorism: It is impossible 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 
lh century have understood Marx!!" (CW 38: 1 80). This is the most 
dramatically explicit statement by Lenin anywhere on the centrality of 
Hegel to Marxism. Let us examine its implications in detail. 

First, he calls for Marxists to study the "whole of Hegel's Logic. " 
Evidently Lenin, who was brought up on Engels and Plekhanov and 
their discussions of materialist dialectics, now calls for others to follow 
him in studying the whole of the Science of Logic. As we saw in chapter 1, 
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Engels had written earlier, in his best-known philosophical book, Ludwig 
Feuerbach, that Marxists needed to adopt materialistically Hegel's method 
but to reject his system. Lenin does not mention that type of division 
between system and method here, and his call for the study of the whob! 
of the Science of Logic could easily be read as a move beyond Engels's 
simplistic division between system and method. Here, Lenin apparently 
sees his Hegel Notebooks not only as a private study that he will later 
use to write on politics and economics but also as the type of journey 
into Hegel that all Marxist theorists need to undertake . 

Second, whereas the previous aphorism suggests the need to go to 
Hegel to critique what Lenin regards as rivals to Marxism, such as 

Kantianism and Machism, here the emphasis is quite different. Marxists 
need to study Hegel directly to understand the most important theoreti
cal work in all of Marxism, Capital. This is true for the whole of that 
work, but "especially its first chapter." It is not limited to the first chapter, 
however. Nonetheless, the emphasis on the first chapter is a very 
innovative one for Marxism in 1 9 14. Although Lenin never mentions 
the fetishism of commodities explicitly in his abstract-something that 
Lukacs was the first to stress nearly a decade later in Histary and Class 
Consciousness-here we can see that the dialectic rather than ec1momics 
is beginning to emerge for Lenin as the center of Capital and thus 
perhaps even the whole of Marxism.9 

The third point here for Lenin is once again his break with his own 
philosophic past, especially Materialism and Empirio-Criticism. Here, as 
in the two previous aphorisms, Lenin seems to include himself among 
the Marxists who, by not having "studied through and understood the 
whob! of Hegel's Logic, " created a situation where "none of the Marxists 
for the past lh century have understood Marx." I interpret this as a very 
grave charge, not only against other theorists, but also against himself.lO 
Once again, I argue this in part on the basis that both this aphorism and 
the one explicitly criticizing Plekhanov are preceded by the phrase 
"criticism of contemporary Kantianism, Machism, etc." Who more than 
Lenin and Plekhanov was preoccupied with these issues? 

Further Discussion of the SyUogism 

Lenin's next aphorism is more closely tied to the content of Hegel's 
chapter on the syllogism. Mter listing some of the types of syllogism 
that Hegel takes up in this chapter-the syllogisms of analogy, necessity, 
and so on-Lenin writes that Hegel's task in this chapter consists mainly 
of �the exposition of connection and transitions" (CW 38: 180). His 
aphorism follows immediately: "Hegel actually demonstrated that the 
logical forms and laws are not an empty shell, but reflection of the 
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objective world. More precisely, did not demonstrate, but made a 
brilliant guess" (CW 38:1 80). This aphorism continues some of the 
themes we have seen earlier: the attempt to view Hegel's dialectic in 
historical and materialist terms by arguing that his categories are more 
rooted than is generally supposed in the objective world. 

Next, Lenin turns once again to the Encyclopedia Logic, copying into 
his abstract some long extracts from its discussion of the syllogism. The 
first of these deals with the difference between Hegel's concepts of 
reason [Vemurifi] and understanding [ Verstand]. The understanding 
views necessity and freedom as opposites, whereas with reason, writes 
Hegel, "the true and rational notion of freedom contains necessity 
sublated within itself' (EL � 182). Lenin writes in the margin simply 
"Freedom and Necessity" (CW 38: 1 8 1 ). The next sentence in Hegel's 
text, which Lenin does not copy out, defines Christianity as true reason 
while describing deism as ·�ust the understanding's concept of God" 
(EL � 182). Lenin does not avail himself here of what could have been 
an opportunity to attack Hegel for clericalism, mysticism, and so forth. 

Lenin then takes down some passages that deal with the relationship 
of logic to nature and mind. In these passages Hegel suggests that logic 
and mind are grounded in nature, which Lenin probably sees as having 
a relationship to materialism. One of these passages that Lenin copies 
states: "As the immediate totality, Nature unfolds itself in the two 
extremes of the logical Idea and Mind" (EL � 1 87). Here, nature is the 
ground of logic and mind. In his notes on this passage Lenin takes 
down only those parts of Hegel's discussion that show nature as the 
ground for logic and mind and skips over other passages that show 
that the relationship of these three terms is in fact for Hegel a cir
cular interrelationship, including the concluding form that Hegel pre
sents, where logic "is the absolute substance of Mind and of Natuj" 
(EL � 187). 

In his own summary comments in his abstract, Lenin, although 
stressing Hegel's concept of nature as ground for logic and mind, also 
makes another implicit critique of his own crude reflection theory in 
Materialism and Empirio-Criticism: "Knowledge is the reflection of nature by 
man. But this is not a simple, not an immediate, not a complete reflection, 
but the process of a series of abstractions, the formation and develop
ment of concepts, laws, etc . . . .  Man cannot comprehend = reflect = 

mirror nature as a whole, in its completeness, its 'immediate totality,' he 
can only eternally come closer to this, creating abstractions, concepts, 
laws, a scientific picture of world, etc., etc." (CW 38: 1 82). This notion 
that theory can never completely mirror or reflect nature, and can do so 
even approximately only through "the process of a series of abstractions," 
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is some distance from the reflection theory of a mirrorlike mind that he 
advocated in 1908. 

Next he takes down a passage from the syllogism of necessity, where 
Hegel once again criticizes the logic of the understanding, in which 
"thinking is taken to be a merely subjective and formal activity, and the 
objective world that confronts thinking counts as something fixed and 
present in its own right" (EL 1] 192). Instead, Hegel argues, objectivity 
and subjectivity are interrelated. Lenin applauds this: "Very profound 
and clever! The laws of logic are the reflections of the objective in the 
subjective consciousness of man" (CW 38: 1 83). Hegel ends his discus
sion of the syllogism by referring again to the issue of the proof of the 
existence of God, which prompts Lenin to write: "Nonsense about the 
ontological argument, about God!" (CW 38: 184). Lenin ends his discus
sion here, however, by recording and highlighting the following state
ment from the Encyclopedia Logic about the unity of subjectivity and 
objectivity: "The explanation shows how absurd it is to consider subjec
tivity and objectivity as a fixed and abstract antithesis. Both moments 
are thoroughly dialectical" (EL 1] 194). 

Teleology: Lenin Discovers a Concept of Practice and 
Labor in Hegel 

The section on objectivity in "The Doctrine of the Notion" contains 
three chapters, "Mechanism," "Chemism," and ''Teleology." The first two 
offer a critique of natural science, and Lenin spends little time on them, 
writing that they are "extremely abstruse and almost complete nonsense" 
(CW 38: 185). The chapter on teleology is of fur greater interest to Lenin, 
since part of it deals once again with the issue of causal ity, on which he 
commented in his notes on "The Doctrine of Essence." The category of 
teleology does not involve Hegel in the activity of which he is often 
accused: imposing a great purpose on human history in the sense of 
Christian eschatology. In fuct, Hegel begins his discussion of teleology 
by separating himself from "the concept of an extramundane intelligence" 
as "favored by piety" (SL 735 ). What is involved is the difference 
between how cause and effect operate for inanimate objects as in 
mechanism and chemism, on the one hand, and for living beings on 
the other. Thus the notion of teleology is caught up with the notion of 
life, which Hegel deals with in the chapter following that on teleology. 
Taylor writes that "in teleology we have the fullest embodiment of 
internal necessity" and further, that this category exhibits well Hegel's 
concept of totality: "Teleology is thus the category in which we can 
account for the kind of totality Hegel envisages. For it is made up of 
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independent, external realities, whose deployment nevertheless follows 
a necessity, but which necessity is not imposed from outside but inheres 
in the external reality itsel£" 1 1  It is in fact the notions of freedom and 
necessity that interest Lenin as he begins reading this chapter. 

He begins his notes on teleology by taking down and applauding 
once again Hegel's critique of Kant's view of the matter, but without also 
recording Hegel's several tributes here to Kant for having greatly advanced 
the discussion of teleology. At this point Lenin's notes begin to have 
pages with a vertical line drawn down the middle. On the left side of the 
page he quotes from Hegel, and on the right side he "translates" Hegel's 
formulations into what he calls "materialist dialectics." Apparently Lenin 
does this less to "correct" Hegel as to use him in the reconstruction of 
his own concept of Marxist dialectics. 

Lenin first quotes a lengthy passage from Hegel on the relationship 
of natural (mechanical or chemical) processes of change and develop
ment to those that work on and through human consciousness. In his 
"translation" into materialist dialectics on the other side of the page of 
his abstract, Lenin writes: "The aims of man seem at first alien ('other') 
in relationship to nature. Consciousness of man, of science ('notion') 
reflects essence, the substance of nature, but at the same time this 
consciousness is external in relationship to nature (not at once, not 
simply coinciding with it)" (CW 38: 188). Thus, human aims and con
sciousness are hardly a crude reflection of nature and cannot really be 
described by mechanical concepts. Lenin develops these remarks fur
ther when he takes up Hegel's discussion of means and ends, and he 
writes that human aims or ends appear to be "independent of the 
world," but in fact, "the aims of man are generated by the objective 
world and presuppose it as the given, existent" (CW 38: 1 89). 

He becomes excited by Hegel's sense of the interrelationship of 
human consciousness to the material world, especially in Hegel's brief 
discussion of human work and the relationship of tools to purposive 
human labor. He takes down the following passage, just after Hegel 
argues that although our ends or aims might seem to predominate 
when we use tools, in fact the means we employ in some respects 
outweigh the ends we have in mind: "To this extent the meam is superior 
to the finite ends of external purposiveness: the plough is more honor
able than are immediately the enjoyments procured by it and which are 
ends. The tool lasts, while the immediate enjoyments pass away and are 
forgotten. In his tools man possesses power over external nature, even 
though in respect of his ends he is, on the contrary, subject to it" (SL 
7 4 7). Next to this passage Lenin writes in the margin of his abstract: "the 
germs of historical materialism in Hegel" (CW 38: 1 89). As we will see in 
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chapter 7, Lukacs gives great emphasis to this discussion by Lenin of 
Hegel while also stressing "the proximity of Hegel's ideas to historical 
materialism." l2 

Lenin is particularly interested here in Hegel's use of examples from 
human labor, and he brings the notion of practice into his discussion of 
Hegel from this point on: 

When Hegel tries-sometimes even strains himself and worries to 
death -to subsume the purposive activity of man under the categories of 
logic, saying that this activity is the "syllogism," that the subject plays the 
role of some sort of "member" in the logical "figure" of the "syllogism," 
and so on,-then this is not only a strain, not only a game. There is a very 
deep content, purely materialistic. It is necessary to invert this: the 
practical activity of man, repeated billions of times, must lead the con
sciousness of man to the repetition of the various logical figures in order 
that these can achieve the significance of an axiom. This nota bene. (CW 
38: 190) 

Lenin is interested not only in the category of materialism, in seeing the 
relationship of Hegel's categories to history and the material world, but 
here, in "The Subjective Logic, or the Doctrine of the Notion," he is 
increasingly translating Hegel's concept of subjectivity as prac1ice. 

Lenin continues to be astounded by the degree to which Hegel 
conceives of logic as being not abstract but directly connected with daily 
human activity and practice: "Remarkable: Hegel goes through the 
practical, purposive activity of man, to get to the 'Idea' as correspon
dence of the notion with the object, to the Idea as truth. A very close 
approach to the view that man by his practice demonstrates the objec
tive correctness of his ideas, notions, knowledge, science" (CW 38:191). 
Here, at the end of the chapter on teleology,  and at the point of 
transition to Hegel's concluding section, "The Idea," Lenin sees in 
Hegel not an abstract and otherworldly idealism but key links to materi
alism and to practice, especially in Hegel's discussion of tools and labor. 
And fur from the chapter on teleology having emphasized any notion 
of divine providence, Lenin has found there some of Hegel's most 
earthy and materialistic discussion.I3 

The Idea in General: "The Very Best Exposition of Dialectics" 

Lenin is particularly impressed by the six pages of introductory mate
rial with which Hegel begins section 3 of "The Doctrine of the Notion," 
entitled "The Idea." He writes that this short discussion "and the 
corresponding paragraphs in the Encyclopedia [Logic] (� 2 13-15) is nearly 
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the very best exposition of  dialectics. Here, then, the correspondence, 
so to speak, of logic and epistemology is demonstrated in a "remarkably 
brilliant way" (CW 38: 192). Lefebvre writes that Lenin is correct to 
single out Hegel's brief discussion of the idea because this part of the 
Science of Logic "shows wonderfully the profound rapport between 
history, knowledge and theory of knowledge, logic and dialectic." Lefebvre 
argues further that "a philosophically correct exposition of the dialectic 
method can conceive itself only at a very profound and high level," that 
is, at the level of what Hegel calls the idea)4 

Lenin singles out the following passage, where Hegel argues that the 
idea is real and tangible: "we m�st also reject even more vigorously that 
estimate of the Idea according to which it is not anything actual, and 
true thoughts are said to be only ideas" (SL 755-56). Far from rejecting 
this classic statement of Hegelian idealism, at this stage Lenin simply 
paraphrases it and then seemingly concurs with Hegel's statement: "It is 
equally incorrect to regard the Idea as something 'unreal'-as people 
say 'it is merely an idea' " (CW 38:193). However, he skips over some 
fairly clear references to historical and political issues in the same 
passage, as in Hegel's statement that "wholes like the state and the 
church cease to exist when the unity of their Notion and their reality is 
dissolved" (SL 757). The latter could easily be read as a reference to 
both the Reformation and the French Revolution. He also skips over 
Hegel's definition of the idea as the unity of subject and object. 

Lenin does, however, take down Hegel's long two-part definition of 
the idea as ( 1 )  "the simple truth, the identity of the Notion and objectiv
ity as a universal, " and (2) "the process of sundering itself into individual
ity and its inorganic nature, and again of bringing this inorganic nature 
under the power of the subject and returning to the first simple 
universality." The latter is a development that leads to a concept of 
freedo_m where "the Idea possesses within itself also the most stubborn 
opposition" (SL 759). Once again, he puts the quotation from Hegel on 
one side of the page and his own synopsis on the other side, where he 
writes: "Correspondence of thought with the object is a process. Thought 
(= man) must not present to itself thought in the form of a dead repose, 
in the form of a simple picture (image) of the pale (spent) thought, 
without impulse or motion, as an abstraction. The idea contains also 
the strongest contladiction" ( CW 38: 1 94-95 ) . Here is yet another strong 
implicit critique of the reflection theory in Materiolism and Empirio
Criticism, since in this passage from Lenin's abstract, ideas do not 
directly reflect the object as a "simple picture" but interact with the 
objective world as part of a process. 

Lenin begins now to take up Hegel's concept of cognition. He sees it 
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as a process, an interrelationship between the objective world and 
human cognition: "Cognition is the eternal, infinite approach of thought 
to the object The reflection of nature in the thought of man must be 
understood not in a 'dead,' not in an 'abstract' manner, not without 
rrwvement, not without contradictions, but in an eternal process of rrwvement, 
emergence of contradictions and their solution" (CW 38: 195). Here it is 
apparently not a question of idealism versus materialism. Instead, the 
stress fulls on the Hegelian concept of the self-movement of human 
cognition in relationship to the material world. This concept is different 
from both contemplative idealism and contemplative materialism. It is 
the self-movement of cognition of human thought or awareness, which 
appears to attract Lenin as revolutionary protagonist 

He also continues, as in the chapter on teleology, to connect the idea 
to action, to practice. He takes down a passage from the Science of Logic 
on "cognition and action" (SL 760) where Hegel foreshadows what he 
will develop in a later chapter, "The Idea of Cognition." Here, in his 
abstract, Lenin highlights the word action and then writes: "The process 
of . . .  cognition and action converts abstract concepts into perfected 
objectivity" (CW 38: 195). 

Lenin continues as well the process of reading Hegel mateA.alistically, 
all the while recognizing more and more that Hegel is saying "idealistically" 
that ideas have an objective force in the world and should not be 
dismissed as "only ideas." This same Hegel sees ideas as connected with 
the material, human world and not always residing in some abstract 
realm. Lenin writes the following on the Hegelian concept of totality: 
''The totality of all sides of the phenomenon, of actuality and their 
(mutual) relation-that is what truth is composed of. Relations (= 
transitions = contradictions) of  notions = the main content of  logic, and 
moreover these notions (and their relations, transitions, contradictions) 
are shown as reflections of the objective world. The dialectic of things 
creates the dialectic of ideas, and not the reverse" (CW 38: 196). In the 
first line of this passage Lenin seems once again to be anticipating by 
almost a decade something that is commonly attributed to Lukacs's 
Histary and Class Consciousness: making the Hegelian concept of totality 
central to Marxism. In the last sentence, however, Lenin does not 
concede to Hegel that ideas create the world, and he inverts Hegel, or 
at least Hegel as he reads him. He does not dismiss Hegel's idealism, 
however, and seems still to regard it as in some degree rooted in the 
material and natural world. Thus, after also reading and taking down 
part of the discussion of the idea in the Encyclopedia Logic, he writes: 
"Hegel as a genius �ed the dialectics of things, phenomena, the 
world (nature), in the dialectic of notions" (CW 38: 196). 
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Lenin then expresses once again his own concept of dialectic, which 
he draws from Hegel, but with his own particular emphasis and 
interpretation: "One must express this aphorism more popularly, witlwut 
the word dialectic: thus: Hegel brilliantly divined in change, in the 
inter-relations of aU notions, in th£ identity of opposites, in the transitions 
of one notion into another, in eternal change, of movement of notions, 
ju.st such a relatian of things, of rwiure" (CW 38: 1 96). Here we have Lenin 
summing up Hegel's dialectic as the dialectic of a concrete totality, a 
living, breathing, human totality, in a process of self-movement and 
self-development. We also see here the emergence of the category of 
identity or unity of opposites, a category rooted in Hegel but that is 
Lenin's own. It will later be central to the definitions Lenin makes of 
dialectics as he concludes his abstract 

Stil l  apparently responding to the Encyclopedia Logic, Lenin then 
makes a little definition of dialectics, writing in the left margin the 
question, "What constitutes dialectics?" In the right margin he also 
writes: "Every notion occurs in a certain relation, in a certain connec
tion with all the rest." The text of his brief definition reads as follows: 
"Interdependence of notions <Of all> without exception. Transitions of 
notions of one into the other <Of all> without exception. Relativity of the 
opposition between notions . . .  identity of oppositions between notions'' 
(CW 38: 197; ellipsis in original, some punctuation added). Here Lenin 
has zeroed in on what is central for him: the unity of opposites and the 
law of contradiction. 

The Idea of Life: A "Brilliant" Addition to the Logic 

Here, at the stage of the idea, Hegel's treatment of nature is not one of 
inorganic matter but of the idea of life [ Das Leben l The young Marcuse, 
when he was a "phenomenological" Marxist strongly influenced by 
Wilhelm Dilthey and Martin Heidegger, makes the idea oflife central to 
the whole of Hegel's work. Marcuse does so in his first book on Hegel, 
where he writes: "For Hegel the Idea of Life is the ontological condition 
and the presupposition of cognitive activity, precisely understood in its 
true form as 'universality,' as the unity of subjectivity and objectivity, of 
the I and the animated world."l5 Lenin was undoubtedly aware of 
Dilthey's Lebensphilosophie [Philosophy of Life] and of the latter's "return" 
to Hegel beginning in 1 905 with the publication of his lectures on the 
young Hegel. I 6  Although Lenin does not mention Dilthey at all in his 
"Abstract of Hegel's Science of Logic, " there is a reference to "the return to 
Hegel" in contemporary German philosophy in some additional notes 
Lenin made in 19 14  on other, more academic studies of the Science of 
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Logic (CW 38:239). 17 This suggests at least some type of link between 
Lenin's return to Hegel and that taking place among Central European 
philosophers and culture critics of the period, including not only Dilthey 
but also the young Lukacs. And that return was, at least in German 
philosophy, centered to a great extent on notions of Lebensphilosophie. 

To be sure, Lenin's own return to Hegel springs from fur different 
premises than that going on among German academicians. Nonetheless, 
it is intriguing that Lenin is quite moved by Hegel's inclusion of a 
chapter on life so near to the conclusion of the Science of Logic. Hegel 
begins his chapter by noting that by taking up the idea of life , "we may 
seem to have overstepped the domain of logic as it is commonly 
conceived" (SL 76 1 ), a passage that Lenin takes down. Hegel adds that 
he does so because his work is an attempt to break with formal logic: 
"Certainly, if logic were to contain nothing but empty, dead forms of 
thought, there could be no mention in it at all of such a content as the 
Idea of life" (SL 76 1 ). Lenin comments: "The idea of including Life in 
logic is comprehensible-and brilliant-from the standpoint of the 
process of the reflection of the objective world in the (at first individual) 
consciousness of man and of the testing of this consciousness (reflection) 
through practice" ( CW 38:202). He also summarizes for himself the 
example from Aristotle that Hegel uses in the Encyclopedia Logic to 
discuss the idea of life : "Only in their connection are the individual 
limbs of the body what they are. A hand, separated from the body , is a 
hand only in name (Aristotle)" (CW 38:202). Lenin finds this an interest
ing way of presenting the concept of totality. He summarizes for himself 
Hegel's notion of contradiction within the idea of life , where pain is an 
expression of "the actual existence" of contradiction within a living 
being (SL 77 1 ). Although Lenin's summary of and remarks on the idea 
of life cover only two and a half pages in his abstract, he seems to view 
this chapter as yet another proof of the living, earthy character of 
Hegel's notions. 

The Idea of Cognition : A Turning Point in Lenin's Abstract 

If for Hegel the living organism is a unity of subject and object ,  then a 
higher level of this unity can be achieved at the level of cognition, or 
knowledge, where the living org<mism is free and self-conscious. Although 
Lenin seems to agree in general with the way Hegel presents the 
transition from life to cognition, he reacts against Hegel's strong state
ment on the importance of mind [Geist] over and above even life or 
nature: "Since mind is not only infinitely richer than nature, but also, its 
essence is constituted by the absolute unity of opposites in the notioQ, it 
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exhibits in its phenomenal aspect and relation to externality contradic
tion in its extreme form" (SL 776). Lenin jots this down in his notes and 
then, in what is probably an attack on Hegel's statement that mind is 
richer than nature, writes in the margin: "mysticism!" (CW 38:204). 

T"M Idea of t"M True as t"M Thearetical Idea and 
Hegel's Critique of Kant's Relativism and Focus on Phenomena 

Lenin next summarizes some of Hegel's critique of Kant on cognition, 
especially those passages where Kant is accused of separating cognition 
from the empirical world. Hegel accuses Kant of "having quite simply 
followed Hume's style of skepticism" in the sense that the thinking "I" is 
conceived in an a priori fashion as an unknowable thing-in-itself from 
which "everything empirical is to be omitted" (SL 777). Lenin records 
this and writes his own summary: "In order to understand, it is neces
sary empirically to begin understanding, study, to rise from empiricism 
to the universal. In order to learn to swim, it is necessary to get into the 
water" (CW 38:205). He also agrees with Hegel's sharp critique of Kant's 
procedure in overcoming the old type of metaphysics that had dog
matic "fixed concepts" of the human soul (SL 779). Although Hegel 
applauds Kant for overcoming such fixed concepts, he attacks him for 
rejecting the possibility of finding truth in fuvor of more relativistic 
categories: "[Kant] omits altogether to raise the one question of interest, 
whether a particular subject, here the ahstract 'I' of ardinary thinking 
[ VarsteUung], possesses truth in and for itself. But to cling to phenomena 
[Er.sc"Minung] and the mere conceptions given in everyday conscious
ness [ VarsteUung] is to renounce the Notion and philosophy" (SL 780). 
This is also a question of seeing cognition not only as objectivity but 
also as subjectivity. Lenin takes some of Hegel's critique down and 
writes in the matgin of his abstract "Kant restricts himself to 'phenomena' " 

(CW 38:206). 
Lenin skips over, possibly as too idealistic, Hegel's important ref er

ence here to the PM1lomenology. In this passage Hegel writes of the 
move from "the lowest of the concrete shapes" of mind toward a 
concept of "Mind that is for itself' (SL 781-82). This leads Hegel in tum 
to his first articulation of the "theoretical Idea, cognition as such" (SL 
783), which Lenin also skips over. A bit later we will see that this is an 
important category in the discussion of the idea of cognition, where 
Hegel will counterpose the theoretical idea to the practical idea. As we 
will see later, Lenin will give less attention to the theoretical idea and 
focus instead on the practical idea. 

Lenin does pay more attention to the theoretical idea when it is first 
considered by Hegel as the idea of the true, but without naming it as 



76 I Lenin on Hegel and Dialectics 

such in his notes. There, in Hegel's presentation, its initial, "subjective" 
form presupposes "the negation of the world," something that he terms 
only a "first negation" (SL 784). At this early stage of the theoretical idea, 
the idea "negates" the world as something it holds to be false, but as 
noted, Hegel tells us that this is only a first negation. It should be kept 
in mind that, here and elsewhere, when he refers to the "negation of the 
world," Hegel is not making a recourse to mysticism but instead articu
lating two issues: ( 1 )  the idea negates and critiques what it holds to be 
false, and (2) under certain conditions, new ideas overthrow reigning 
ideologies and thus contribute to the negation of the social status quo.l8 

Lenin takes this passage down and comments: "the end of cognition is 
at first subjective" (CW 38:206). Lenin seems, however, to interpret this 
as a general attack on the theoretical idea rather than on one particular 
form of it He misses what Marcuse and others have developed from 
this in their use of Hegel's concept of the true as a negation of the world 
in the sense of a radical critique of the actual, historical world as a 
totality. 

Next Lenin records some further critiques Hegel makes of Kant and 
then sums up what to him is mainly a critique of subjective rather than 
objective idealism: "Kant took the finite, transitory, relative, c•nditional 
character of human cognition (its categories, causality, etc., etc.) as 
subjectivism, and not as the dialectics of the Idea (= of nature itself), 
divorcing cognition from the object" ( CW 38:207). Lenin is once again 
siding with Hegel against Kant, and especially against relativism, but 
there is more here. Hegel's critique, here and earlier, of the Kantian 
focus on phenomena instead of notions will later be used by Lenin to 
attack other Marxist theorists writing on imperialism, not only reform
ists such as Hilferding, but even other revolutionaries such as Luxembmg, 
as we will see in chapter 5. 

Analytic and Synthetic Cognition 

Lenin now moves into Hegel's brief discussion of analytical cognition, 
by which he means higher mathematics. Lenin takes down some of this 
critique of mathematical theory, including Hegel's attack on some of 
the premises of Leibniz's differential calculus. In the midst of this 
discussion, from which he makes excerpts in his abstract, Lenin makes a 
broad summary of how he sees the relationship of logical categories in 
Hegel both to Kant and to the material and historical world. His 
emphasis is on totality and all-sidedness: "Logical notions are subjective 
so long as they remain 'abstract,' in their abstract form, and at the same 
time express also the thing-in-itself. Nature and concreteness and 
abstractness and phenomenon and essence and moment and relation. 
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Human cognition is subjective in its abstractness and separateness, but 
objective as a whole, in the process, in the result, in the tendency, in the 
source" (CW 38:208). Here Lenin has captured for himself (and for us) 
the Hegelian concept of the "concrete totality." For Lenin (in reading 
Hegel), that means human cognition is "objective as a whole . . .  in the 
result" Thus, taken as a whole, over time, ideas both shape and are 
shaped by history and society. But that is not all. 

The other part of Lenin's statement stresses that logical concepts are 
objective not only when taken as a whole but also "in the process, in the 
result, in the tendency, in the source." Breaking this down a bit further, 
Lenin now views ideas as possessing objectivity when they are developed 
not only as a whole, that is, a totality, but also as a process, that is, 
self-developing rather than static. Objectivity is thus connected to 
development This can be seen when we look at the source of ideas, 
that is, their relationship to a self-development out of a process that 
began in the past It can be seen also when we look at ideas as a 
tendency moving toward a result, that is, by examining the direction 
toward which their self-development is moving in the future. It is the 
self-development of ideas that appears to fascinate Lenin as he reads 
Hegel here. He seems especially interested in Hegel's concept of ideas 
having results, since for Hegel ideas move in a certain direction. 

Lenin skips over most of Hegel's next section, "Synthetic Cognition," 
which includes an interesting and characteristically German idealist 
critique of the essential narrowness of the concept of definition com
pared to the real content of the object that is to be defined. To Hegel, 
definitions "are intended merely to be distinguishing marks for an 
external reflection": "According to Blumenbach's observation, fur example, 
the lobe of the ear is absent in all other animals, and therefore . . .  it 
could quite properly be used as the distinctive characteristic of physical 
man. But how inadequate such a completely external determination at 
once appears when compared with the conception of the total habitus 
of physical man, and with the demand that the notional determination 
[Begriffsbestimmung] shall be something essential!" (SL 798). Lenin skips 
over this passage, as well as most of Hegel's critique of the theorem in 
mathematics and natural science, especially their Newtonian versions. 

Lenin does seem to identify, however, with many of Hegel's sharp 
attacks on the methodology of mathematics, natural science, and formal 
logic. For example, he takes down Hegel's grand summation of his 
critique of synthetic cognition, which reads as follows: 

The so-called explanation and the proof of the concrete brought into 
theorems turns out to be partly a tautology, partly a confusion of the true 
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relationship, and further, too, a confusion that setved to conceal the 
deception practiced here by cognition, which has taken up empirical 
data one-sidedly, and only by doing so has been able to obtain its simple 
definitions and principles; and it obviates any empirical refutation by 
taking up and accepting as valid the data of experience, not in their 
concrete totality, but in a particular instance, and that, too, in the 
direction helpful to its hypothesis and theory. In this subordination of 
concrete experience to presupposed determinations, the foundation of 
the theory is obscured and is exhibited only from the side that is 
conformable to the theory; and in general the unprejudiced examination 
of concrete obsetvations on their own is made more difficult (SL 8 15)19 

Lenin takes down this passage in full and then writes in the margin: 
"remarkably correct and profound" (CW 38:2 10) .  This sharp type of 
attack on the methodology of natural science and mathematics seems 
once again to put Lenin's position at variance with that of Engels's 
Ludwig Feuerbach. There, as discussed earlier, Engels argues that the 
method of natural science is inherently dialectical. In addition, Hegel's 
statement is also once more at variance with the frequent defense of 
scientific materialism against idealism in Lenin's own earlier writings. 

Hegel's discussion of synthetic cognition is so sharply critical of the 
methodology of mathematics and natural science, especially Newton's, 
that even Findlay, who tends to defend Hegel on many issues, writes 
that in this section, Hegel argues "strangely."20 Nonetheless, Lenin's 
general identification with Hegel's critique is on more solid footing 
within the Marxist tradition than might generally be supposed, if one 
looks at Marx's little-known Mathematical Manuscripts. Written in the 
1880s but not published until the 1930s, these manuscripts were thus 
unknown to Lenin. In them, Marx too had strongly identified with 
Hegel's critique of mathematical method, especially of Newton's differ
ential calculus.2 I 

Lenin not only identifies with Hegel's argument insofar as certain 
types of mathematical and natural science proofs and theorems are 
concerned, but he also sees a relationship to Marx's critique of liberal 
political economy. For in addition to generally endorsing Hegel's critique, 
Lenin also writes in the margin next to this long extract from the Science 
of Logic: "cf. the political economy of the bourgeoisie" ( CW 38:2 1 0). He 
does not  at  this point indicate how Hegel's critique could relate to 
political economy, but several issues are probably involved. Although 
we cannot be sure of his intent, Lenin may have meant to argue points 
such as the following: that liberal political economy assumes tautologically 
the rationality of the market, that it ignores data from experience such 
as the real conditions of the working people, and further, that it 
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attempts to avoid fu ndamenta l  debates about the foundation of the 
theory. Thus, on the one hand, he has tied Hegel's argu ments here to a 
critique of bourgeois political economy. On the other hand, he does 
not connect Hegel's critique to something that seems more obvious: the 
scientistic ty pe of Marxism as exemplified by E ngels's Ludwig Feuerboch 
and his own Materialism and Empirio-Criticism. Thus he does not really 
develop it as an issue within Marxist dialectics. 

To sum up briefly where Lenin has gone up to now in his notes on 
the idea: First, he has embraced the early part of this section as the 
"best" exposition of dialectics. Second, he has been impressed by the 
earth y  character of  Hegel's Science of Logic as exemplified by  its chapter 
on the idea of life and has found materialistic content there. Third, as 
Hegel has begun to discuss the idea of cognition, Lenin has been 
sharply cr itical of various forms of cognition under the idea of the true 
or the theoretical idea: Kantianism, and then analytic and synthetic 
cognition. Hegel's critique of the latter two is so sharp, and Lenin reads 
it so cursorily, that he may have missed an important issue: although 
Hegel is critiquing the theoretical idea, it is only these particular forms 
of theory that he is attacking, not the very concept of a theoretical idea. 
Next Hegel will move to the practical idea, under the heading the idea 
of the good, the concluding part of the "Idea of Cognition." Lenin is 
even more enthusiastic about Hegel's inclusion of the practical idea at 
such a high stage of his dialectic than he was, earlier, about the idea of 
life. Unfortunately, as we will see, Lenin's enthusiasm about the earthy, 
practical ramifications that he has found in Hegel's text results in a 
somewhat one-sided reading. 

The Idea of the Good and the Practical Idea 

This last subsection of the "Idea of Cognition, " entitled the "Idea of the 
Good," runs only six pages in Hegel's text, but it is covered at great 
length by Lenin, and it is here that he also extensively sums up what he 
has developed from his reading of the Science of Logic. Erro l Harris gives 
an indication of some of the background to Hegel's discussion of the 
idea of the good: "i t may be taken to mean that the f ulfillment of the 
Idea, as self-activating spirit, in its own self-knowledge , is the Good . . .  One 
is put to mind of P lato's Idea of the Good, and of Spinoza's teaching that 
the highest good for man is the perfection of the intellect . . .  here good 
is taken simply as the practical end. It is, moreover, also subjective as 
motive of action, the good conceived as the realization of the rational 
ideal-the Kantian good wil l."22 The relationship of the concept of the 
good to the practical idea, the main topic of this subsection, is never 
really specified by Hegel in this chapter. 
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As he begins to read these pages, Lenin is impressed by the 
transition Hegel makes from synthetic cognition, the last part of 
the "Idea of the True," to the idea of the good because it involve s  
the notions of practice and action. A t  this stage, writes Hegel, the 
· idea "is the practical Idea, or action " (SL 818). Lenin writes in his 
abstract: "undoubtedly practice in Hegel stands as a link in the analy
sis of the process of cognition and transition to the objective ('abso
lute,' according to Hegel) truth. Marx, consequently, clings to Hegel, 
introducing criteria of practice into the theory of knowledge. Cf. 
Theses on Feuerbach" (CW 38:212 ). There are several issues at stake 
here. First, Lenin once again jumps on and embraces the concepts 
of practice and action in Hegel. Second, he seems to read Hegel's 
absolute idea as an idea of objective truth, a reading that seems to 
downplay the issue of subjectivity.23 Third, Lenin connects Hegel's 
practical idea, but not his theoretical idea, to Marx's Theses on Feuerbach. 
There, as we saw in chapter 1 ,  Marx writes in his first thesis that 
Feuerbach's contemplative materialism lacks both subjectivity and an 
"active side." In that same thesis he writes further that a recourse to 
elements of idealism can help to overcome this deficiency in Feuerbach's 
materialism. Finally, in the e leventh and last thesis, Marx, lfs is better 
known, says that philosophers need not only to interpret but also to 
change the world. 

In this part of his abstract Lenin once again places long extracts from 
Hegel on the left side of the page and his own glosses on the right -hand 
side. His own statement at this point is one of his most far-re aching: 
"Man's cognition not only reflects the objective world, but creates it" 
(CW 38:2 12) .  Lenin has traveled a very long distance from the crude 
reflection theory of Materialism and Empirio-Critici5m if he now believes 
that cognition creates rather than merely reflects the world. Lenin's 
statement is unquestionably an expression of the unity of idealism and 
materialism. By cognition here he most surely means not only philo
sophical or scientific cognition as developed so far by Hegel in the 
" Idea of Cognition" but also the type of cognition embodied in re volu
tionary theory, since that is after all his focus, his aim in reading Hegel. 
To be sure, this cognition reflects and describes the world, which to 
Lenin would mean the material and histo rical world. In addition, 
however, as Lenin now holds, cognition creates the world. In many 
respects, this "aphorism " is the high point of the entire Hegel Notebooks in 
terms of Lenin's rethinking and reorganiwtion of his pre-1914 philosophical 
categories. 24 From now on, however, he turns back somewhat toward 
traditional Marxist materialism: in the concluding pages of his "Abstract 
of Hegel's Science of Logic, " he becomes more and more concerned with 
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the issues o f  practice and materialism, although h e  does continue to 
refer to subjectivity. 

The Practical Idea and Lenin's Omission of the Theuretical Idea 

In general, as he continues in the "Idea of the Good," Lenin reads 
Hegel as follows: "Practice is higher than (theoretical) knowledge, for it 
has not only the dignity of universality, but also of immediate actuality" 
(CW 38:213). He takes down the following passage from Hegel in full: 
"In the theoretical Idea the subjective Notion, as the universal that lacks 
any determination of its own, stands opposed to the objective world from 
which it takes to itself a determinate content and filling. But in the 
practical Idea it is as actual that it confronts the actual; but the certainty 
of itself which the subject possesses in being determined in and for 
itself is a certainty of its own actuality and of the· non-actuality of the 
world" (SL 818). Lenin appears to read this passage as a move beyond a 
merely theoretical idea. Hegel's passage is also an extremely idealistic 
statement, especially in the last part on the nonactuality of the world, 
which suggests that the practical idea can negate the actual world. As 
discussed earlier, Hegel's notion of negating the world refers to sharp 
diremptions in ideas and in society, not a mystical escape from the world 

As he reads further Lenin makes a very close summary of Hegel's 
statements on practice followed by his own explicit references to revolu
tionary practice: "In the Practical Idea (in the sphere of practice) this 
notion as the actual (acting?) stands opposed to the actual. The self
certainty which the subject (here suddenly instead of" Notion") has in its 
being in and for itself, as a determinate subject, is a certainty of its own 
actuality and of the non-actuality of the world. i .e. ,  that the world does 
not satisfy man and man decides to change it by his activity" ( CW 
38:2 13) .  Here Lenin seems to say that the world has a negative value for 
the human being. Lenin concludes this whole section as follows: "What 
is necessary is the union of cognition and practice" (CW 38:216). There 
are several issues here. Practice stands opposed to the world of actuality, 
but not merely quantitatively or materialistically; practice embodied in 
a live human subject is certain of its own actuality to the point where it 
negates the existing social world. For Lenin, the context here is obvi
ously social revolution. The key to revolution, however, is not only 
objective forces but also the development of self-conscious subjectivity 
aware of its own actuality. Lenin has thus developed a radical concept of 
subjectivity from his reading of Hegel, carrying hirp fur beyond the 
scientific and objectivist materialism of the Marxism of the Second 
International. 

He amplifies his point on the importance of subjectivity when he 
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takes down another lengthy passage from Hegel, this one critiquing the 
stage of the idea of the good as one where "there are still two worlds in 
opposition, one a realm of subjectivity in the pure regions of transpar
ent thought, the other a realm of obj ectivity . . . that is an undisclosed 
realm of darkness" (SL 820). Lenin underlines and highlights much of 
this passage and writes in the margin of his abstract: "Two worlds: 
obj ective and subjective" (CW 38:2 15).25 He implies that subj ectivity is 
as important as is obj ectivity, but he does not seem to grasp that Hegel is 
making a shatp critique of the practical idea. Instead, as Dunayevskaya 
arg ues, Lenin "felt that the obj ective, the Practical Idea, is that resolution" 
of the two worlds of obj ectivity and subjectivity to which Hegel had 
pointed. 2 6  

Lenin also fails to take down clear and blunt passages such as the 
following one a few lines later in Hegel's text, passages that strongly 
qualifY the primacy of the practical idea: "But what is still lacking in the 
practical Idea is the moment of consciousness proper itself[ des eigentlichim 
Bewusstseins selbst1 namely, that the moment of actuality in the Notion 
should have attained on its own account the determination of external 
being. Another way of regarding this defect is that the practical Idea still 
lacks the moment of the theoretical Idea" (SL 82 1 ). Hegel defelops this 
further, arg uing that the idea of the good first needs to return to the 
idea of the true, the concepts developed in the earlier part of this 
chapter, where he takes up the theoretical idea. Whereas Lenin stresses 
the catego ries of action, practice, and will in his notes on the idea of the 
go od, Hegel here argues in contrary fashion in at least one passage that 
"the will [ WiUe] itself . . .  stands in the way of the attainment of its goal" 
(SL 82 1). 

Lenin skips over most of the passages that either critique the limita
tions of the practical idea or that stress the importance of the theoretical 
idea. Although he takes down passages where Hegel critiques the limits 
of the theoretical idea, he never copies any ofHegel' s  strong critiques of 
the practical idea. Next, in a discussion of the "syllogism of action," 
Hegel writes: "In the syllogism of action one premise is the immediate 
relation of the good end to actuality, which it seizes on and in the 
second premise directs it as an external means against external actuality" 
(SL 82 1) .  After ta king down this statement, Lenin makes the following 
fairly lengthy commentary on the idea of the good as a whole: 

The "syllogism of action." For Hegel action, practice, is the logical conclu
sion of the figure of logic. And this is true! Of course, not in the sense that 

·the figure of logic has by its Otherness in the practice of man(= absolute 
idealism), but vice versa: the practice of man, repeated billions of times, 
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fastens itself in the consciousness of man by the figures of logic. The 
figures have the solidity of a prejudice, an axiomatic character precisely 
(and only) because of this billion times repetition. First postulate: good 
End (subjective aim) versus actuality ("external actuality"). Second postulate: 
external means (instrument) (objectivity). Third postulate: namely, the 
conclusion: the correspondence of subject and object, the verification of 
subjective ideas, the criteria of objective truth. (CW 38:217) 

Thus, despite some very limited and occasional qualifiers, the catego
ries of action and practice are what Lenin is singling out and summing 
up for himself as he reads Hegel on the idea of the go od. 

It is Hegel's concept of the unity of theory and practice, or, as he puts 
it, of the theoretical and the practical idea, that strik es Lenin as he 
comes to the end of the "Idea of the Good." As always, however, he 
emphasizes only practice. Apparently Lenin is so excited by his discov
ery that the philosopher of mediation and abstracted human thought 
is, in his own way, also a philosopher of action that he misses the multi
faceted nature of Hegel's presentation. Lenin is now at the edge of the 
chapter with which Hegel concludes the Science of Logic, the "Absolute 
Idea" He takes down Hegel's preliminary description of the absolute idea: 
"cognition is restored [hergestellt] and united with the practical Idea . . .  
but whereas in questing cognition this actuality appeared merely as 
an objective world without the subjectivity of the Notion, here it ap
pears as an objective world whose inner ground and actual subsist
ence is the Notion. This is the absolute Idea" (SL 823) . This statement 
concludes the "Idea of the Good." Lenin's reading of that subsection has 
led him to several conclusions. 

Continuing his emphasis on the practical idea, Lenin now notes 
prominently the fact that Hegel includes it as a major aspect of the 
absolute idea, which is generally considered to be Hegel's most abstract 
philosophical category. At the same ti me, however, he takes down but does 
not discuss in depth Hegel's opening sentence in the chapter on the 
absolute idea, a se!Jtence that immediately follows the passage just 
quoted: "The Abso lute Idea has shown itself to be the identity of the 
theoretical and the practical Idea. Each of these by itself is still one
sided" (SL 82 4). 

As we will see, Lenin will also engage in a so mewhat restricted 
reading of the chapter on the absolute idea, ignoring or dismissing 
some of its k ey categories, ones that could have become part of his 
Marxist dialectic as well. This does not negate his achievement, either 
in this chapter or in the "Abstract of Hegel's Science of Logic " as a whole. 
Nevertheless, as I will stress later, Lenin did not take account of the 
fullness of Hegel's dialectic because of his somewhat one-sided preoccu-



84 I Lenin on Hegel and Dialectics 

pation with the categories of materialism and a materialistic reading of 
Hegel, on the one hand, and with the categories of action, practice, and 
will, on the other. From his vantage point of action, practice, and the 
practical idea, Lenin has read this chapter on the absolute idea 
"materialistically." This has one important merit, however: he will not 
dismiss the absolute idea as essentially alien to Marxism, as E ngels did 
in Ludwig Feuerbach. Thus, Lenin's reading of Hegel will be fur richer 
and more inclusive than that ofE ngels and his successors in the Second·,. 
International, such as P lekhanov. 

The Absolute  Idea: The Ambivalent Cli max of 
Lenin' s  Reading of Hegel 

Some Perspectives on Hegel� Absolute Idea 

There is no consensus among commentators on what Hegel is doing in 
the absolute idea chapter. The British empiricist H.  B. Acton, who was 
extremely hostile to Hegel and to dialectic in general, writes with regard 
to Hegel and the other German idealists: "It is remarkable that a line of 
philosophical argument that set out to defend the reality of ru ind and 
of freedom should end up with minds that are self-contradictory appear
ances and an Absolute that alone is free."27 These attacks on the 
absolute idea are not limited to British empiricists, however. As we saw 
in chapter 1, Engels was a student of Hegel's dialectic and attempted to 
develop it for Marxism. Y et he writes that the absolute idea is a place 
where the most deleterious effects .of Hegel's system, as opposed to 
his method, are at work, creating a dogmatic notion of absolute truth. 
In a surprisingly similar vein, given his disagreements with Engels, 
Lukacs ties Hegel's absolute idea to religious notions: "For what 
forms the conclusion of the system is the repeated self-attainment of 
the Idea, this time not only as Idea, but simultaneously as its own 
reality. It is evident that the basic structure of this edifice is strongly 
re miniscent of the theological system in which God as creator realizes 
the previously worked-out ldea."28 Thus, Engels, Lukacs, and Acton 
tend to regard the absolute idea as a place where absolute truth 
and theology come to predominate over the critical character of 
Hegel's dialectic method, despite their very different stances toward 
Hegel's dialectic. 

Marx's own position is, as we have seen, more complicated. In his 
discussions of Hegel's absolutes in the 1844 Manuscripts, he stresses that 
thi s part of Hegel's work reveals that what are important for Hegel are 
only self-consciousness and other mental categories, which for Hegel 
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are the actual essence of human beings. Instead, Marx argues that real, 
sensuous human existence needs to be made centr al to the dialectic. At 
the same time, however, Hegel provides in his absolutes the ground 
fro m  which such a dialectical humanism can be developed. This new 
humanism, Marx argues, is the unity of idealism and materialism. Later, 
in the Gtundrisse and Capital, Marx seems to be work ing with his own 
concept of the absolute, whether in seeing human history as a process 
of the "absolute movement of becoming" or in his "absolute general law 
of capitalist accumulation," whereby capitalism grows and is then tom 
apart by its internal contradictions. 

Findlay' s critique is based on his view that Hegel does little more 
with the absolute idea than recapitulate the dialectical method. This is 
a disappointment to him, since in his view: "Dialectic is not, however, for 
Hegel the end of philosophizing: it is only a ' moment,' an aspect in 
philosophical thinking. If it overcomes the hard-and-fast notions of 
fixed presuppositions of the Understanding, it must itself be overcome 
in the higher thought of Reason, or, as Hegel also calls it, speculative 
thought."29 Findlay thus minimizes the importance of dialectic as a 
category and wishes  that it were sublated by reason, a category that he 
regards as higher and more centra l. Nevert heless, he also argues forcefully 
aga inst those who would see retreat from the world in the absolute idea: 
"There is no reference here to any absolute, timeless or supra-individual 
experience: the Absolute Idea is merely the categorical form of self
conscious Spirit [Mind] ,  something we all exemplify when we admire 
art, practice religion, or cultivate philosophy . . . .  With the achievement 
of the Idea we can become fully conscious of the method we have 
hitherto followed without being explicitly conscious of it''30 Given his 
privileging of speculative reason over dialecti c, however, it is an appar
ent disappointment to Findlay that "discussion of method should absorb 
Hegel's final utterances in the Logic."31 

Marcuse's view is different still. On the one hand, he sees some 
important critical and dialectical features in the absolute idea. On the 
other hand, he arg ues, metaphysics and theology ultimately swallow up 
these elements: 

Consequently, Hegel's chapter on the Absolute Idea gives us a final 
comprehensive demonstration of dialectical method .... The absolute 
idea is the subject in its final form, thought. The absolute idea now has to 
be interpreted as objective being. Hegel's Logic thus ends where it began, 
with the category of being . ... At this point Hegel's Logic resumes the 
metaphysical tradition of Western philosophy, a tradition that it had 
abandoned in so many of its aspects .... In line with this tradition, Hegel 
too fits his Logic with theology.32 
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In viewing the absolute as a demonstration of the dialectic, Marcuse 
differs at least in part with Lukacs's view that it is as a whole theological. 

Dunayevskaya, who has probably devoted more attention than any 
other recent commentator to Hegel's absolute idea, corresponded 
extensively with Marcuse on these and other issues.33 She has yet 
another view of what Hegel is doing in this chapter: "The concrete 
Universal manifests itself as absolute activity, activity without restriction, 
either external or internal; for the method is the form of the Absolute 
Idea, self-movement as method. It allows no opposites merely to coexist 
peacefully.''34 Thus, Hegel's absolute idea is not a resting place for 
theology or even the resolution of all contradictions but the living, self
negating culmination of his dialectic of self-movement Contradiction 
and critique are even more evident here than at earlier stages of the 
Science of Logic: "The highest contradiction, Hegel reiterates over and 
over, is in the Absolute itself. From the very first sentence of this final 
chapter he stresses that the Theoretical and Practical are each 'by itself 
one-sided and contains the Idea itself only as a sought beyond and an 
unattained goal.' . . .  Precisely where Hegel sounds most abstract, seems 
to close the shutters tight against the whole movement of history, there 
he lets the lifeblood of the dialectic-absolute negativity-pour in."35 
In their correspondence Dunayevskaya repeatedly tries to convince 
Marcuse of the importance of Hegel's absolutes for contemporary 
Marxism. 

At one point Marcuse responds: "But again, although I am trying 
hard, I cannot see why you need the Absolute Idea in order to demon
stra te the Marxian content of self-determination of the Subject, etc. 
(The very concept of the Absolute Idea is altogether tied to and justifies 
the separation of material and intellectual productivity at the pre
technological stage . )  Certainly you can 'translate' also this part of 
Hegel-but why translate if you can speak the original language?" 
Dunayevskaya answers: 

I do not agree with you that the Absolute Idea relates to a pre-technological 
stage. (So long as classes still exist, the dialectic will, and A. I. will forever 
show new fucets.) What I do agree with is that once on the world scale, we 
have reached the ultimate in technological development, then the responses 
of the masses in the pre-technological under-developed economies are 
the spur to seeing something new in the Absolute Idea. Be it backward 
Ireland in 1916 or backward Russia in 1917, or backward Africa in 1960, 
somehow that absolute negativity of Hegel comes into play.36 

They never moved much closer on the issue of Hegel's absolutes, and 
except for Dunayevskaya's work, it remains an undertheorized topic 
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even within the Hegelian Marxist tradition. As I will discuss later ,  Lenin 
tends to view the absolute idea chapter as a final grand exposition of 
Hegel's revolutionary dialectic rather than as a closure. 

Lenin Begins the Absolute Idea Chapter 

The chapter on the absolute idea is but twenty pages long, yet despite 
his earlier admonition to himself that he is avoiding "God and the 

, Absolute," Lenin writes a full twenty pages of notes and commentary on 
this chapter of Hegel's book. Most of his notes are not direct comments 
on Hegel's text, however, but rather general summar ies of dialectics. 
But even this is not totally alien to Hegel's chapter, since he himself is 
summing up his own dialectic there. 

Lenin begins by copying the first few lines of this chapter: "The 
Absolute Idea has shown itself to be the identity of the theoretical and 
the practical Idea. Each of these by itself is still one-sided" (SL 824). As I 
already stated, it is this type of unity of theory and practice that attracts 
Lenin and that he sees as uniting Hegel with Marx, which can be seen 
in his own summary that follows immediately, where he writes of the 
"unity of theoretic ideas (of cognition) and practice " (CW 38:219), plac
ing emphasis on the word practice. 

He tails to note several passages that seem to have an important 
bearing on Marxist dialectics, such as the following one: "The Absolute 
Idea . . .  contains within itself the highest degree of opposition. The 
Notion is not merely soul, but free subjective Notion that is for itself and 
therefore possesses personality" (SL 824). This passage has been singled 
out by Dunayevskaya, who stresses that Hegel here displays opposition 
and contradiction within the highest category of the Science of Logic. She 
argues further that Hegel also cautions "against imposing an old duality 
on the new unity of opposites," that is, between the theoretical and the 
practical idea. In addition, she argues, he poses here the issue of the 
relationship of the individual to the universal.37 Lenin avoids this and 
many other passages .in the absolute idea chapter that speak of free 
self-development, the individual, and absolute liberation. Dunayev
skaya suggests that he does so because he "didn't  have Stalinism to 
overcome . . . transitions, revolutions seemed sufficient to bring the new 
society. Now everyone looks at the one-party totalitar ian state: that is 
what must be overcome by a totally new revolt in which everyone 
experiences 'absolute l iberation.' "38 Dunayevskaya, who wrote these 
lines a few weeks after Stalin's death, is concerned with the question of 
transformed and aborted revolutions, including the Russian Revolution. 
Lenin in 1914, however, is not terribly preoccupied with this central 
problem for Marxist dialectics in our age: What happens after the 
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revolution? Is it possible to have a revolution that does not end in 
totalitarianism? 

Lenin does take down and summarize Hegel's statement that "what 
remains to be considered" under the absolute idea "is not a content as 
such, but the universal aspect of its form-that is, the method" (SL 825). 
This is in keeping with the view of Findlay and others that this chapter 
is devoted mainly to the dialectical method. Nonetheless, Lenin skips 
over Hegel's statement that "every beginning must be made with the 
absolute, just as all advance is merely the exposition of it" (SL 829). 

A few paragraphs later, however, Lenin stops to go over in great detail 
one of Hegel's expositions of dialectics as a whole. He takes down, for 
example, the following passage: 

The absolute method, on the contrary, does not behave like external 
reflection but takes the determinate element from its own subject matter, 
since it is itself that subject matter's immanent principle and soul. This is 
what Plato demanded of cognition, that it should consider things in and for 
themselves, that is, should consider them partly in their universality, but 
also that it should not stray away from them catching at circumstances, 
examples and comparisons, but should keep before it solely th,e things 
themselves and bring before consciousness what is immanent in them. 
(SL 830) 

When Lenin writes down the phrase "absolute method" in his abstract, 
he puts next to it in brackets: "i.e., the method of cognition of objective 
truth" (CW 38:220). This is, as I remarked earlier, a rather restricted 
reading of absolute method, one that stresses only objectivity and not 
subjectivity, for example. 

After copying this passage, Lenin adds in his notes: "The method 'of 
absolute cognition' is analytic, . . .  'but no less synthetic' " (CW 38:220). 
Apparently the passage that follows almost immediately in Hegel's text 
is very important to him, for he takes it down first in German and then 
translates it into Russian: "This no less synthetic than analytic moment 
of the judgement, by which the universal of the beginning of its own 
accord determines itself as the other of itself, is to be named the 
dialectical moment" (SL 831). Lenin writes next to this in the margin: 
"One of the definitions of dialectics" ( CW 38:220). In the previously 
cited passages that begin with the discussion of absolute method, Hegel 
is developing his notion of the need for an immanent rather than an 
external stance toward the subject matter of philosophy. He is also 
recollecting some of the earlier categories of the &ience of Logic, such as 
synthetic and analytic cognition as well as judgment. Finally, he is 
defining the dialectical moment as one that flows out of the unity of 
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Nynthetic and analytic cognition and that is at the same time self
determining. Thus, dialectic possesses the subj ectivity lacking in the 
mo ments of synthetic or analytic cognition. But Lenin does not discuss 
these issues directly. 

"Elements of Dialectics" 

Suddenly, before taking down Hegel's comments that follow immedi
ately on the development of dialectics from the Greeks through Kant, 
Lenin's abstract opens into his own lengthy definitions of dialectics. 
Hrst he gives a three-point version as an attempt to clarify the previously 
cited passages from Hegel and then a sixteen-point one. The first, 
briefer one reads: "1) The determination of the concept out of itself[ the 
thing itself must be considered in its relations and in its development]; 
2) the contradictory nature of the thing itself (the other of itself) ,  the 
contradictory forces and tendencies in each phenomenon; 3) the union 
of analysis and synthesis. Such, apparently, are the elements of dialectics" 
(CW 38:22 1) .  Here he has captured the notions of immanent develop
ment, of contradiction, and part of what Hegel is doing with analysis 
and synthesis, but there is no real concept of a self-developing subject, 
which is also central to Hegel's text 

Evidently Lenin is still not satisfied. He begins a sixteen-point 
exposition, also entitled "Elements of dialectics," much of which does 
not seem to be directly related to the previously cited passages from 
Hegel's text. It is viewed better more as a general summation. This is 
Lenin's most extensive systematic statement on dialectics in the entire 
"Abstract of Hegel's Science of Logic. " I will begin by quoting it in its 
entirety: 

We can, if you please, present these elements of the dialectic in a more 
detailed way, thus: 1) The objectivity of the analysis (not examples, not 
digression, but the thing itself). 2) The whole totality of the manifold 
relations of this thing to the others. 3) The development of this thing 
(respective appearance), its own movement, its own life. 4) The internally 
contradictory tendencies (and sides) of this thing. 5) The thing (the 
appearance, etc.) as sum and unity of opposites. 6) The struggle, respectively 
unfolding, of these opposites, the contradictions of the impulses, etc. 7) 
The unity of analysis and synthesis-disintegration of the particular parts 
of the totality, the summation of these parts together. 8) The relation of 
each thing (appearance, etc.) is not only manifold but general, universal. 
Each thing (appearance, process, etc.,) is connected with every other. 9) 
Not only unity of opposites but transitions of every determination, quality, 
characteristic, side, feature into every other (into its opposite). 10) Infinite 
process of unfolding of new sides, relations, etc. 11) Infinite process of the 
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deepening of man's cognition of things, appearances, processes, etc., 
from appearance to essence, and from the less profound to the more 
profound essence. 12) From coexistence to causality and from one form 
of connection and of mutual dependence to another, deeper and more 
universal. 13) The repetition at a higher stage of certain features, 
characteristics, etc., of the lower, and 14) the apparent return to the old 
(the negation of the negation). 15) The struggle of the content with the form 
and the reverse. The shedding of the form, the transformation of the 
content 16) The transition of quantity into quality and vice versa. (( 15 and 
16 are examples of9)) Briefly the dialectic can be defined as the doctrine 
of the unity of opposites. Thereby is the kernel of the dialectic grasped, 
but that demands explanation and development (CW 38:221-23) 

Here we have arrived at a core statement of Lenin's concept of the 
dialectic, w ritten after he has finished most of the Science of Logic. I want 
now to discuss these sixteen points in detail. 

Firs t, in one through five Lenin discusses the Hegelian concept of 
concrete totality at various levels. Totality has a quantita tive aspect, as 
for Hegel and Lenin it must have to be all- embracing and show "the 
relations of this thing to the others" (point two). It is not, however, sta tic 
or motionless, like a photograph. Rather it is in a process of m ovement, 
of immanent self-development, with "its own movement, its own life" 
(point three). This multifaceted, self-developing totality is not a unanimity ,  
however, but rather a sum of different entities and impulses, a "unity of 
opposites" (point five). It includes "internally contradictory tendencies 
(and sides)" (point four). It is probably mainly Hegel's concepts from 
"The Doctrine of Essence" of identity and difference that are being 
evoked in point five as the "unity of opposites." For Hegel, i t  is a key 
element of the dialectic. 

Second, having shown that the "concrete totality" is really a "unity of 
opposites, " Lenin proceeds to draw out a noti on he calls the " struggle . . .  of 
these opposites" (point six). He probably develops this notion from the 
Hegelian concept of contradiction, also in "The Doctrine of Essence." 
Even so, at the point of the strugg le betw een opposites, there are still 
unities and relationships binding the strugg ling "opposites" together: 
"Each thing .. . is connected with every other '  (point eight). This is 
looking at the unity of opposites from the other end, from the stand
point of the concept of contradiction. 

Third, Lenin discusses the Hegelian concept of transition and develops 
the concept he articulated earlier: transformation into opposite. The 
struggle of opposites is not circular within a closed universe, like the 
change of seasons, but a development through contradiction. It is a 
struggle of opposites where one side wins out over another and creates 
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a transition to a newer and more developed form. This new form in 
tum commences to have its own contradictions, which are not a return 
to the past but opposition at a different and higher level .  The new 
determination undergoes a transformation "into its opposite" (point 
nine). Things are ceaselessly t ransforming themselves into their oppo
sites while at the same time remaining part of an interconnected whole. 

Fourth ,  all these transformations are part of an "infinite process of 
unfolding of new sides, relations, etc." (point ten). These include "the 
struggle of the content with t he form and the reverse" (point fifteen) and 
the "transition of quantity into quality and vice versa (point sixteen). 
Some of this is connected to human cogn ition and theoret ical knowledge: 
"Infinite process of the deepening of man's cognition of things . .  :• 
(point eleven), but this point is developed weakly. 

Lenin's point fourteen, on the "negation of the negation ," which is 
limited to the notion of the "apparent return to the old," is the most 
problematic of all. Here Lenin has truncated one of Hegel's key dialecti
cal concepts beyond recognition, the very one that Marx considered to 
be the driving force in Hegel's dialectic. The philosopher Louis Dupre 
writes that in this passage, Lenin's interpretation of Hegel "cannot be 
justified"39 because there is no reason that a double negation would 
necessarily lead one back to one's starting point Another idea that is 
only weakly developed in these sixteen points is the concept of subjectivity, 
especially the self-developing, self-conscious subject 

Taken as a whole, many of Lenin's sixteen points are so general that 
they could apply to inanimate objects as easily as to human beings and 
thus seem to be an attempt to create an overly formalistic definition of 
dialectic. It should also be noted that Lenin makes no mention of 
subjectivity in his sixteen points, leaving his definition open to Hegel's 
own critique of definitions a bit earlier in the Science of Logic: that they 
are usually overly formalistic and lack a real content. Although they 
certainly constitute one of Lenin's core statements on the dialectic, 
these sixteen points should not, therefore, be considered the high point 
of his abstract. Some of the most creative dialectical elements in Lenin's 
Hegel Notebooks are to be found, as we have seen, in notes and 
commentary scattered throughout his abstract. There is no evidence 
that this summati on is the product of his having reviewed all his notes 
up to that point. Nor are they the end of his abstract. 

The Negation of the Negaticm 

After he lists his sixteen points, Lenin resumes quoting the entire 
passage from Hegel where he left off. As discussed previously, in the 
rest of the passage Hegel traces the history of dialectics all the way from 
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the Greeks  to Kant Lenin is especially interested in Hegel's refu tation 
of accusations that the ability to use dialectics "rests on a subjective 
talent" (SL 83 1 )  or on "the tr ick of an illusive show" (SL 832) and of the 
charge that "dialectic has only a negative result" (SL 832). He also 
expresses interest in Hegel's critique of sophistry and skepticism. 

Here Lenin also begins to come to grips more than before with 
Hegel' s  concept of the negation of the negation. Lenin quotes a passage 
from Hegel on negation and writes in the margin: "this is very important 
for understanding dialectics:• Part of this passage reads: "To hold fast to 
the positive in its negative, in the content of the presupposition, in the 
result, this is the most important feature in rational cognition" (SL 834) .  
Here Hegel is  giving an overview of the negation of the negation, where 
the second negation becomes the "positive in the negative." After 
recording this, Lenin writes: "Not empty negation, not fu tile negation, 
not skeptical negation, vacillation and doubt is characteristic and essential 
in the dialectic-which, undoubtedly, contains in itself the element of 
negation and indeed as its most important element-no, but negation 
as a moment of connection, as a moment of development, retaining the 
positive, i .e., without any vacillation, without any eclecticism" (CW 
38:226). Dupre argues that here, Lenin has "unders tood [ the] dual 
nature of the second negation" in Hegel, a negation that "includes, in 
fact, a positive aspect as well as a negative one."40 Lenin now sees the 
negation of the negation as a "moment of development,"  of forward 
movement rather than, as earlier in his sixteen points, as a mere "return 
to the old." He expands this a bit further: "Dialectics consists in general 
in the negation of the first proposition, in its replace ment by a second 
(in the transition of the first into the second, in the demonstration of 
the connec tion of the first with the second, etc. ). The second can be 
made the predicate of the firs t" (CW 38:226). Here Lenin has traced for 
himself the way in which Hegel outlines the process by which his 
concept of negation moves through a process of negation of the nega
tion to a positive, forward movement. In the margin of his notebooks 
alongside this statement, Lenin writes, "very important for understand
ing dialectics." 

Now Lenin goes on to copy a lengthy critique of formalistic theorizing, 
ending with the following passage from Hegel: "But formal thinking 
makes identity its law, and allows the contradictory content before it to 
sink into the sphere of ordinary conception, into space and time, in 
which the contradictories are held asunder in juxtaposition and tempo
ral succession and so come before consciousness without mutual content" 
(SL 83 5). At this point he also takes issue with Hegel a bit, the only time 
he does so in the entire concluding chapter on the absolute idea. He 
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accuses Hegel of having "allowed the ass's ears, idealism[ ,] to show 
themselves- by referr ing [ to] time and space . . .  [ as] something lower 
compared with thought" (CW 38:228). As soon as he has finished 
atta ck ing Hegel' s  idealism, he adds: "Incidentally, . . .  sensuous represen
tation is in a sense lower" (CW 38:228) than thought. This latter remark 
indicates as well some identifi cation with Hegel' s  point. 

Then Lenin takes down another of Hegel' s  important statements on 
the negation of the negation: "Now the negativity just considered consti
tutes the turning point of the movement of the Notion . . .  for on this 
subjectivity alone rests the sublating of the opposition between Notion 
and reality, and the unity that is truth . The second negative, the negative 
of the negative, at which we have arrived, is . . .  the innermost, wst 
objective moment of life and spirit, through which a subject, a person, a 
free being, exists" (SL 835-36). He writes for himself the following 
summary of this passage: "Important here is: 1) the characterization of 
dialectics: self-movement, source of activity ,  movement of life and spirit; 
correspondence of notions of the subject (man) with reality; 2) objectiv
ism to the highest degree (' the most objective moment'Y' (CW 38:229). 

Here, in the absolute idea chapter, Lenin seems to have caught the 
negation of the negation as a notion of self-movement, but he has only 
belatedly noted a category that Hegel has used from "The Doctrine of 
Being" onward. Another problematic feature of Lenin's  reading of this 
passage is that his stress on objectivism in his second point obscures 
what is arguably the most important new feature here, Hegel's conclud
ing phrase "a subject, a person, a free being." The notions of "person" 
and "free being" are apparently abstract to him. In general, as we have 
seen earlier, Lenin does not easily take over Hegel' s  concepts of free
dom or individual self-development. 

Lenin continues to quote extensively from the last six pages of the 
Science of Logic, singling out, for example, the following passage for 
special emphasis: "The richest is therefore the most concrete and most 
subjective, and that which withdraws itself into the simplest depth is the 
mightiest and most all-embracing" (SL 841). Thus, he does seem also to 
identify with Hegel' s  concept of subjectivity, despite all his talk about 
the absolute idea as an embodiment of objective truth. Once again, 
however, he has difficulty connecting subjectivity to freedom and indi
vidual self-development. Thus, he skips over the sentence immediately 
following in Hegel' s  text, a sentence that stresses human personality and 
human freedom: "The highest, most concentrated point is the pure 
personality which, solely through the  absolute dialectic which is its 
nature, no less embraces and holds everything within itself, because it makes 
itself the supremely free-the simplicity which is the f irst immediacy 
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and universalit y" (SL 8 41 ). It is certainly arguable that had Lenin had 
access to Marx's 1844 Manuscripts, with their strong evocation of individ
ual as well as social self-development, he would not so easily have shied 
away from such expressions of Hegel. 

Hegel "Stretclws a Hand to Materialism ": The Transition from Logic to Nature 

Lenin ends his notes from the Science of Logic with the following 
quotation on the relationship of the idea to nature: "The Idea, namely, 
in positing itself as absolute unity of the pure Notion and its reality and 
thus contracting itself into the immediacy of being, is the totality in this 
form-Nature " (SL 843). Then he writes that this has a close relation to 
materialism: "This sentence on the last page of the Logic is extraordinar
ily remarkable. The transition of the Logical Idea to Nature. Stretches a 
hand to materialism. Engels was right when he said that Hegel's system 
is materialism turned upside down. This is not the last sentence of the 
Logic, but what comes after it to the end of the page is unimportant. 
End of the Logic. December 1 7 ,  1 9 1 4" (CW 38:23 4). In the margin, he 
writes: "In the smaller logic . . .  the last phrase of the book is: 'but this 
Idea which has Being is Nature' " (CW 38:23 4). Lenin here gives us the 
date when he finished the Science of Logic, December 1 7, 1 91 4, which is 
before January 4, 191 5, when, as discussed earlier, he writes to the Granat 
Encyclopedia requesting that he be allowed to add something to the 
section on dialectics in his article on Marx. Lenin's Hegel studies con
tinue, however, with an additional four pages of notes from the Encyclo 
pedia Logic, apparently added after December 1 7. 

There are several important theoretical issues here, as Lenin comes 
to the end of the Science of Logic. First, he is stressing the transition from 
logic to nature, seeing a relationship there to a transition to materialism. 
He leaves out the rest of the page of Hegel's text as "unimportant" (CW 
38 :23 4). Is it really so unimportant? Let me quote the essential parts 
from Hegel's conclusion that Lenin has decided are unimportant 

The Idea, namely, in positing itself as absolute unity of the pure Notion 
and its reality and thus contracting itself into the immediacy of being, is 
the totality in this form-nature. But this determination has not issued from 
a process of becoming, nor is it a transition, as  when above, the subjective 
Notion in its totality become.5 objectivity and the subjective end becomes life. 
On the contrary, the pure Idea in which the determinateness or reality of 
the Notion is itself raised into Notion, is an absolute liberation [Be.freiung] 
for which there is no longer any immediate determination that is not 
equally posited and itself Notion; in this freedom, therefore, no transition 

, takes place ... the Idea freely releases itself in its absolute self-assurance 
and inner poise. By reason of this freedom, the form of its determinateness 



The Subjective Logic I 95 

is also utterly free . . .  the Notion asce nds as a free Existence that has 
withdrawn into itse If from externality, that completes its se If -liberation in  
the science of  mind [Geistes] and that finds the supreme Notion of  itself in 
the science oflogic as the self-comprehe nding pure Notion. (SL 843-44) 

The shorter Encyclopedia Log;c, on which Lenin seems to rely for part of 
his interpretation of the transition to nature as connected to materialism, 
does not include these arguments, which form the concluding sen
tences of the Science of Log;c. 

Although this passage is a difficult one, it is fairly clear from even a 
cursory reading that in the last sentence, Hegel is referring to a transi
tion not only to nature but also to mind, where the notion "completes 
its self-liberation." As we have seen, Lenin refers only to nature, not to 
mind. Lenin's argument that Hegel's transition to nature can be 
interpreted by Marxists as one to materialism is tenable, and also highly 
interesting, if it is not posed one-sidedly. When Hegel's transition to 
mind is also considered, however, the conclusion of the Science of Log;c 
seems to have even stronger idealistic overtones. If we accept for a 
moment Lenin's interpretation of nature as materialism, then the transi
tion to mind could be interpreted as involving idealism, and in this 
sense we would be dealing with two moments of the dialectic, idealism 
and materialism. A unity of idealism and materialism is in fact what was 
posed by the young Marx in his "Critique of the Hegelian Dialectic," 
which was devoted mainly to the Phenomenology, as we saw in chapter 1 .  
Lenin, in avoiding Hegel's concluding passage on mind, makes it all 
that much easier for us not to return to the perspectives of the young 
Marx but instead to be thrown back to Engels's far narrower concept of 
materialism. As we have already seen, this is also what Lenin refers to 
directly when he discusses the transition from logic to mind: Engels's 
notion that "Hegel is materialism turned upside down." 

Marcuse has also stressed the transition to nature at the end of the 
Science of Log;c, arguing that it represents "an actual process in reality," 
although he does. not tie it so directly' to materialism as does Lenin. 
Like Lenin he gives most of his emphasis to the transition to nature. 
Marcuse also writes, however, that the rest of Hegel's paragraph, the 
part that Lenin does not quote, "offers great difficulties" because of the 
dual transition, which goes not only- to nature, but also to mind.41 It is 
here, writes Marcuse, that Hegel's Science of Log;c returns to metaphysics, 
ontology, and even theology. 

As I read him, however, Hegel is talking not !D much about theology 
in these last sentences of his work as about self-liberation, something 
that could be related to Marxist dialectics. That is the view also of 
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Dunayevskaya, who interprets the last lines of Hegel's Science of Logic not 
as a flight into theology or mystical idealism but as a dialectic of 
freedom and criticizes Lenin for skipping over them.42 

Lenin's Jiinal Oueroiew of the Science of Logic 

As Lenin continues his notes, he gives a very interesting overview of 
Hegel's discussion of the absolute idea: "It is noteworthy that the whole 
chapter on the 'Absolute Idea' scarcely says a word about God (hardly 
ever has a 'divine' 'notion' slipped out accidentally) and apart from 
that-this NB-it contains almost nothing that is specifically idealism, 
but has fur its main subject the dialectical method. The sum-total, the last 
word and essence of Hegel's logic is the dialectical method- this is 
extremely noteworthy. And one thing more: in this most idealistic of 
Hegel's works there is the least idealism and the most materialism. 
'Contradictory,' but a factr' (CW 38:234). As I pointed out previously, 
Lenin reads the absolute idea chapter selectively, yet he also appears to 
take it extremely seriously as a foundation for Marxist dialectics. First of 
all, it hardly mentions God. This is evidently a surprise to him, since he 
has from the beginning of his abstract stressed that he was leaving aside 
God and the absolute. Second, like Findlay, Marcuse, Dunayevskaya, 
and others, he has recognized that this chapter is mainly an exposition 
of the dialectical method. We have here yet another indication that 
Lenin has come some distance from Engels's view that the absolute idea 
is where Hegel's system swallows up the revolutionary character of his 
dialectical method. 

Third, he finds nothing specifically idealist about the overall ex
position of dialectics in the absolute idea chapter, and in the Sci
ence of Logic as a whole he finds "the least idealism and the most 
materialism." This contrasts sharply, as we have seen, with the stance 
of Lukacs, who dismisses the absolute idea as tending toward the 
theological, and even that of Marcuse, who sees it as concluding with 
ontology and theology, despite what he sees as its fine exposition of 
dialectics. Lenin's assessment of the absolute idea chapter is probably 
closer to the stance of Dunayevskaya, although as was already mentioned, 
she is both indebted to and critical of what Lenin does with Hegel's 
absolute idea. 

Lenin writes four more pages of notes, based on the last pages of the 
Encyclopedia Logic, from Hegel's discussion of the will and the absolute 
idea. In this work, Lenin notes, Hegel gives a different title to his 
discussion of the idea of the good: "Willing" [Wollen] (CW 38:236). As I 
will show in chapter 8, Dunayevskaya argues that this section on will 
reinforces Lenin's tendency to read Hegel's practical idea one-sidedly, 
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in a manner that stresses action and will and not the moment of the 
theoretical idea. 

I can now state briefly some of the main concepts Lenin has worked 
out from his reading of Hegel's Science of Logic: (1) self-development 
through contradiction, (2) leaps versus evolutionary gradualism, (3) the 
unity of opposites, ( 4)  the transformation into opposite, ( 5) the unity of 
idealism and materialism, (6) on many occasions, the centrality of 
subjectivity to dialectics, (7) the notion of action, practice, and will as 
being equally as important as, if not more important than, the theoreti
cal idea, (8) cognition as both reflecting and shaping the world, (9) 
Hegel's concept of nature as related to materialism, (10) the critique of 
vulgar materialism, and ( 11) at the end of his study, a bit on the 
negation of the negation. Lenin tends to ignore or downplay greatly the 
following Hegelian categories, all of which could have been connected 
to a Marxist dialectic of liberation: ( 1) mind or spirit, (2) until the very 
end, the negation of the negation, (3) free self-development, (4) the 
one-sidedness of the practical idea without the theoretical idea, and 
(5) individual self-development Nonetheless, he has made an extraordi
narily important study of the Science of Logic. 

Even the Polish philosopher Leszek Kolakowski, hardly an admirer 
of Lenin's theorizing, concedes that the Hegt:l Notebooks "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 
sharpness."43 It has been a rich source for subsequent Marxist and 
radical theory. The "Abstract of Hegel's Science of Logic" shows Lenin to 
have been the first Hegelian Marxist of the twentieth century, one who 
helped pave the way for later critical and dialectical theorists such as 
Gramsci, Lukacs, Korsch, Marcuse, Lefebvre, Bloch, and Dunayevskaya. 
In the next chapter I will explore his continuing writings on dialectics 
from 1915 to 1923. 
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Lenin's Discussions of the Dialectic, 
1 9 1 5-23: An Ambivalent, 
Secretive Hegelianism 

In this chapter I follow further the process of Lenin's encounter with 
Hegel, an encounter that continued from 1915 to his death in 1924. I 
will take up other parts of the 1914-15 Hegel Notebooks, especially his 
1915 notes on Hegel's Histmy of Philosophy and Philosophy of Histmy. I will 
also look at his essay fragment "On Dialectics" (1915) and a few other 
shorter texts in the Hegel Notebooks. This will round out the discus
sion of the Hegel Notebooks. Next I will examine Lenin's discussions of 
Hegel and dialectics in his published writings and speeches after 1914. 
I will emphasize two issues: ( 1) basic conceptual statements on Marxist 
dialectics or (2) explicit references to Hegel or dialectics. Before begin
ning this discussion of Lenin's further work on Hegel and dialectics 
from 1915 on, however, I will glance briefly at his political writings in 
1914-15 to show better the immediate context of his Hegel Notebooks. 

Interlude: Writings on the War 
and Revolutionary Defeatism, 1 9 14-1 5 

As published in the English edition of Lenin's Collected Works, during 
the period from August through December 1914 Lenin's writings con
sist mainly of the following items: "Abstract of Hegel's Science of Logic 
(150 pages}, an essay on Karl Marx for the Granat Encyclopedia (50 
pages}, and political writings on World War I (50 pages)." This is a rather 
surprising balance of theoretical versus more political writings for a 
Marxist who is usually regarded as primarily an organization man 
rather than a theorist 

From practically the very first day of the war, Lenin began to elabo
rate his concept of "revolutionary defeatism." On August 24, 1 9 14, he 
wrote in an unpublished article: "From the viewpoint of the working 
class and the toiling masses of all the peoples of Russia, the defeat of the 
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Tsarist monarchy and its anny, which oppress Poland, the Ukraine, and 
many other peoples so as to increase Great-Russian oppression of the 
other nationalities, and consolidate the reactionary and barbarous govern
ment of the Tsar's monarchy, would be the lesser evil by far" ( CW 2 1 :  18). 

Extending the argument outside Russia, Lenin in another article 
from the same period states: "The Russian Social-Democrats were right 
in saying that to them the defeat of tsarism was the lesser evil . . .  in each 
country the socialists (who are not opportunists) ought to see their main 
enemy in their 'own' ( 'homemade') chauvinism" (CW 21 :22-23). Here 
we see Lenin for the first time beginning to view himself as a leader not 
only of Russian Marxism but also of world Marxism. !  He is actually 
claiming that the Bolsheviks had lessons to give, not only to other East 
Europeans such as Luxemburg's Polish Marxist party or the Mensheviks, 
but also to the m£Yor grouping in world Marxism at that time: the 
Gennan Social Democracy. 

On November 1, 19 14, the Bolshevik exile newspaper Sotsial-Demokrat 
published Lenin's article "The Position and Tasks of the Socialist 
International." This was his first public bid for a leading position in 
world Marxism. It includes for the first time the concept of "turning the 
imperialist war into a civil war," which was to distinguish Lenin's Marx
ism during the period 19 14-17 and separate him even from other 
revolutionary opponents of that war. 2 In that article Lenin writes: "The 
bourgeoisie is duping the masses by disguising imperialist rapine with 
the old ideology of a 'national war.' This deceit is being shown up by the 
proletariat, which has brought forward its slogan of turning the imperialist 
war into a civil war" (CW 21 :39). As is well known, this position was so 
uncompromising, so far to the left, that many other revolutionary op
ponents of the war did not go along with it, including some Bolsheviks, 
such as Lev Kamenev.3 

The theoretical and political arguments around these questions, 
however, did not come to be fully developed by Lenin until 1915, after 
he had completed his Hegel studies. The first detailed elaboration of 
his antiwar views is in the unpublished twenty-page article "Under a 
False Flag," written in February 1915, two months after he had written 
his "Abstract of Hegel's Science of Logic" and during his study of other 
works by Hegel. There he begins to develop his concept of a labor 
aristocracy that was to be so crucial to his later theory of imperialism: 
"The enjoyment of crumbs of advantage from the colonies, from privileges, 
by an insignificant minority of the working class in Britain, for instance, 
is an established fact, recognized and pointed out by Marx and Engels. 
Fonnerly confined to Britain alone, this phenomenon became com
mon to all the great capitalist countries of Europe, as their colonial 
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possessions expanded, and in general as the imperialist period of 
capitalism grew and developed" (CW 2 1 : 152). This unpublished article 
also includes explicitly Hegelian language, apparently drawn from his 
"Abstract of Hegel's Science of Logic, " as in a passage where Lenin writes 
that the development of imperialism led to "an entire opportunist trend 
based on a definite stratum within present-day democracy, and linked 
with the bourgeoisie of its own national 'shade' by numerous ties of 
common economic, social and political interests-a trend directly, 
openly, consciously and systematically hostile to any idea of a 'break in 
gradualness' " (CW 2 1 : 1 53). Here, the Hegelian phrase "break in 
gradualness" refers to the possibility of a revolutionary transformation. 

This was all part of Lenin's argument against more than just prowar 
elements within international socialism or those he regarded as little 
better, such as Kautsky, who wrote during the same period in support of 
national defense: "every country and the proletariat of every country 
have an urgent interest in preventing their country's enemies from 
crossing its borders, thus preventing the horrors and devastation of war 
in its most terrible form, that of enemy invasion. In every national state, 
the proletariat too must use all its energy to preserve intact the indepen
dence and unity of its national area"4 Lenin's revolutionary intransigence, 
however, meant a sharp separation not only from Kautsky but even 
from other revolutionary socialists who did oppose the war, such as 
Trotsky, who wrote of "peace without annexations" without explicitly 
calling for civil war. 

Underlying this attitude of extreme revolutionary intransigence5 was 
not only Lenin's personality and his revolutionary past but also his 
Hegel studies, for in those studies he explored concepts of leaps and 
breaks in gradualness, and also of self-developmenL It should be kept 
in mind that his 1914-15 studies of dialectics seem to have influenced 
his better-known articles on the war and on revolutionary defeatism. 
Later, I will explore the extent to which Lenin's changed view of Hegel 
and of the dialectics of revolution also shaped his subsequent and 
major theoretical studies of imperialism, national liberation, and the 
state and revolution, written mainly in 1916 and 1917. 

Before continuing with an examination of Lenin's Hegel studies, 
however, it is necessary to underline the central place of politics in his 
life and work. Being the political animal that he was, Lenin would 
hardly have engaged in Hegel studies as totally separate from his 
political life. Nor could a philosophical issue alone have been a deter
minant of his theoretical-political direction. It could certainly be argued 
that when Plekhanov, still the chief Russian Marxist philosopher of the 
time, adopted a pro-Allied stance, his position undoubtedly enhanced 
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Lenin's desire to work out his own alternative concept of Marxist 
dialectics.6 Thus, it is a question not of Hegel studies "causing" Lenin's 
concept of revolutionary defeatism or any of his other political and 
economic concepts after 1 9 14 but of exploring how these studies 
affected and were affected by Lenin's political career as a revolutionary. 

Notes on Other Works by Hegel, 19 15: 
Intelligent Idealism versus Vulgar M aterialism 

The most substantial part of Lenin's Hegel Notebooks besides the 
''Abstract of Hegel's Science of Logic " is the nearly sixty pages of notes he 
wrote in 19 1 5 on Hegel's three-volume History of Philosophy. Lenin's 
notes cover only about the first half of this massive work. He takes notes 
on Hegel's discussion of ancient Greek philosophy, but these notes end 
before Hegel comes to medieval and modem philosophy. These notes 
are not only shorter than those on the Science of Logic, but they also tend 
more toward straight summary. Nonetheless, they contain some very 
important observations on Hegelian dialectics, in some cases extending 
even further what Lenin had written on the Science of Logic. Since the 
History of Philosophy, compiled from Hegel's students' lecture notes a 
decade after his death, is not a fundamental Hegelian text on the level 
of the Science of Logic, my comments below will focus more on Lenin's 
general statements on dialectics, leaving aside for the most part a 
detailed analysis of how he was reading Hegel's text on Greek philosophy. 

Lenin notes that for Hegel, the Eleatic school marked the beginning 
of dialectics, and in his own summary remarks he stresses once again 
the category of contradiction: "Dialectics in the proper sense is the study 
of contradiction in the very Essence of objects: not only are Appearances 
transitory, mobile, fluid, demarcated only by conventional boundaries, 
but the Essence of things is so as well" (CW 38:2 51- 52). Whereas most of 
his Marxist contemporaries, following Engels, emphasized that the key 
distinction is between appearance and underlying essence-that is, that 
capitalism is in essence exploitive despite its appearance of free labor 
and free competition-Lenin seems here to be drawing from his read
ing of "The Doctrine of the Notion" in the Science of Logic, where, as we 
saw in the previous chapter, Hegel argued that the notional dialectic of 
self-movement and self-development transcends not only being but 
also essence. 

Lenin also takes issue once again with Hegel's idealism at the point 
where the latter critiques the early Greek atomist Leucippus. Apparently 
feeling an affinity to what he perceives as Leucippus's materialism, 
Lenin writes of Hegel's critique: "Hegel's logic cannot be applied in its 
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given form, it cannot be taken as given. One must separate out from it 
the logical (epistemological) nuances, after purifying them from the 
mysticism of ideas [Ideenmystik]: that is still a big job" (CW 38:266). He 
refers at this point to what he terms "Hegel's blindness, the one
sidedness of the Idealist!!" ( CW 38:267). I read these strictures against 
Hegel as applying fairly narrowly to Hegel's critique of the Greek 
atomists rather than to Hegel's dialectical logic in general because 
Lenin's subsequent comments in the same set of notes are not at all 
dismissive of Hegel. Thus, it seems that for Lenin, it is only in this 
specific instance, Hegel's critique of the Greek atomists, that Hegel's 
logic cannot be applied in its given form. 

Althusser has given these statements more weight, viewing them as a 
general repudiation of Hegel.7 Althusser's argument is undermined by 
the following passage, ten pages further on, where Lenin seems to 
argue for some type of unity of idealism and materialism and clearly 
argues the merits of an "intelligent idealism": "Intelligent . idealism is 
nearer to intelligent materialism than is stupid materialism. Dialectical 
idealism instead of intelligent; metaphysical, undeveloped, dead, vulgar, 
static, instead of stupid" (CW 38:276). Although the second sentence is 
very obscure and illustrates some of the difficulties in analyzing a text 
that was not intended for publication, the first sentence is a remarkably 
forceful statement on the unity of certain types of idealism with 
materialism. Assuming a similarity between what he here calls stupid 
materialism and the category he developed earlier, vulgar materialism, 
this statement can be read as a very sharp critique of the Marxism of the 
Second International. As I have argued with regard to similar state
ments in the "Abstract of Hegel's Science of Logic, " Lenin probably has in 
mind here not only Plekhanov's writings on materialism but also his 
own earlier writings. In this passage Lenin seems to echo what the 
young Marx wrote in the first thesis on Feuerbach and in the 1844 
Manuscripts. Lenin's statement on intelligent idealism seems to be in 
basic accord with Marx's first thesis. This is a very sharp break with 
Engels and the leading theorists of the Second International, who, as we 
have seen, stressed the two irreconcilably opposed camps in philosophy, 
materialism and idealism, as the yardstick by which Marxism should 
view philosophical issues. 

But that is not all. In another statement on the following page of his 
notes, Lenin goes on to make explicit that it is the distinction between 
Hegelian dialectics (intelligent idealism) and Plekhanov-type philo
sophical materialism (stupid materialism) that he sees as the dividing 
line. No longer is it a question of accepting Plekhanov's philosophy 
while opposing his political conclusions, as in 1908. Here Lenin makes 
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his most explicit attack anywhere on what he views as Plekhanov's 
failure to grapple with Hegelian dialectics in a serious way: "Work out 
Plekhanov wrote probably nearly 1 ,000 pages (Beltov + against Bogdano·1 
+ against Kantians + basic questions, etc. etc. on philosophy (dialectic). 
There is in them nil about the Larger Logic, its thoughts (i .e., dialectic 
proper, as a philosophic science) nil! !" (CW 38:277). These statements 
show the extent to which Lenin was breaking with the foundation of his 
early philosophic concepts, the concepts of both mainstream Bolshe
vism and Menshevism: Plekhanovite philosophical materialism. The 
passage just quoted is a sharp critique of established Marxism and a 
pointing back toward Marx's own 1844 Manuscripts. It is also important 
to note, however, that Lenin never made public these attacks on Plekhanov 
and vulgar materialism, not even in his writings on Hegel and dialectics 
after 19 17. 

In an additional note that he entitles "Hegel and dialectical material
ism," Lenin discusses the relationship of Hegel's dialectic to materialism: 
"Hegel seriously 'believed,' thought, that materialism as a philosophy 
was impossible, for philosophy is the science of thinking, of the universal, 
but the universal is a thought. Here he repeated the error of the same 
subjective idealism that he always called 'bad' idealism. Objective (and 
still more, absolute) idealism came very close to materialism by a zig-zag 
(and a somersault), even partially became transfmmed into it" (CW 38:278) . 

Thus, far from one-sidedly rejecting in toto the "ldeenmystik " of the 
Science of Logic, Lenin is in these notes extending his appreciative 
Marxist reading of Hegelian dialectics. 

Hegel's shorter Philosophy of Histary gets even less space in Lenin's 
notes than does the Histary of Philosophy, a mere eight pages of notes 
concluding with the following statement: "In general the philosophy of 
history yields very, very little-this is comprehensible, for it is precisely 
here, in this field, in this science, that Marx and Engels made the 
greatest step forward. Here most of all, Hegel is obsolete and antiquated" 
(CW 38:3 14). Thus it is Hegel's generalizations on the dialectic rather 
than its application to history and politics where Lenin finds the most 
affinity between Hegel and Marxism. Although he does not mention it 
in his notes, here Lenin is once again in sharp disagreement with 
Plekhanov, since, as we have seen, the latter saw the Philosophy of Histary 
as being the work by Hegel most relevant for Marxism. 

During this period Lenin also made a brief four-page set of notes 
that he entitled "Plan of Hegel's Dialectics (Logic)." Part of these notes 
simply record the chapter headings of Hegel's Encyclopedia Logic, but 
there is also the following m£Yor statement on the relationship of Hegel 
to Marxism: "If Marx did not leave behind him a 'Logic' (with a capital 



104 I Lenin on Hegel and Dialectics 

letter), he did leave the logic of Capital, and this ought to be utilized to 
the full  in this question. In Capital, Marx applied to a single science 
logic, dialectics and the theory of knowledge of materialism (three 
words are not needed: it is one and the same thing) which has taken 
everything valuable in Hegel and developed it further" (CW 38:3 19). 
Brief as these notes are, this statement makes the link between Hegel 
and Marx's Capital unusually explicit. Here Lenin not only stresses 
once again what he views as the key links between Hegel and Marx's 
Capital, but he also implies that Marxists need to go back to Hegel 
directly. 

In a six-page set of notes Lenin summarizes and critiques the French 
philosopher Georges Noel's important 1897 study of Hegel's Logic. s He 
gives particular emphasis to Noel's treatment of the closing passages of 
the Logic. Lenin ridicules Noel's discussion "on the transition from the 
Idea to Nature," arguing that Noel denies the realist or materialist 
elements in these passages and therefore escapes into abstractions: 
"Help! Almost materialism!!" (CW 38:322). What is at issue is the follow
ing passage from Noel's study: "To treat Nature in itself[ en sml, abstracted 
from Mind, is that not to return implicitly to the most naive realism? . . .  
True, by interposing between the Logic and the philosophy of mind a 
philosophy of nature, Hegel adopts the standpoint of realism, but in 
doing so he is not guilty of any inconsistency . . . .  Hegel's realism is only 
provisional. It is a point of view that has to be transcended [deprusel "9 
Noel's argument points to some of the problems in Lenin's own reading 
of the closing paragrnphs of the Science of Logic. There, as we saw in the 
previous chapter, he emphasizes the transition to nature as being 
toward materialism, leaving aside Hegel's equally important transition 
to mind. Without the element of mind alongside that of nature, as Noel 
argues perceptively, Hegelian dialectics would have returned to "the 
most naive realism." Lenin does not seem to catch the full import of 
Noel's critique of naive realism. He goes on to write summaries of a few 
articles on the philosophy of science, as well as on philosophical works 
by Lassalle, Aristotle, and Leibniz, but these are short and do not 
appear to lead him anywhere. There remains one key contribution in 
the Hegel Notebooks, however: the five-page manuscript "On the Ques
tion of Dialectics," apparently written in 1 9 15. 

"On the Question of Dialectics": Lenin Critiques Engels 

This five-page manuscript, first published in 1925, a year after Lenin's 
death, refers appreciatively to Hegel and makes some sharp critiques 
not only of Plekhanov but also of Engels. Lenin begins by referring to 
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Hegel's theory of contradiction. Despite several passing references to 
Lassalle, Heraclitus, and Aristotle in this first paragraph, the main 
thrust of the paragraph is Hegelian: "The splitting of a single whole and 
the cognition of its contradictory parts . . .  is the essence . . .  of dialectics. 
That is precisely how Hegel, too, puts the matter" (CW 38:359). Not only 
does Lenin begin this essay with Hegelian dialectics, but he moves 
almost immediately to a sharp critique of Plekhanov: "This aspect of 
dialectics (e.g., in Plekhanov) usually receives inadequate attention: the 
identity of opposites is taken as the sum-total of examples ('for example, 
a seed,' 'for example, primitive communism.' The same is true of Engels. 
But it is 'in the interests of popularization . . .  ) and not as a law of 
cognition (and as a law of the objective world)" ( CW 38:359; ellipsis in 
original). Here he is criticizing Plekhanov's subsuming of the category 
of contradiction under that of totality-as if dialectics were a mere 
summing up of the various parts of a whole. To Lenin, as he makes 
clear in the "Abstract of Hegel's Science of Logic, " contradiction means 
instead both the unity of, and the struggle between, opposites. 

What is really new here, however, is that Lenin does not spare even 
Engels, criticizing him explicitly for the first time anywhere in the 
Hegel Notebooks. In the passage just cited he also writes that Engels 
had vulgarized dialectics similar to the way in which Plekhanov had. 
Although Engels is let off the hook because of his good intentions 
("popularization"), it is clear that Lenin sees a need for Marxists to go 
more deeply into the Hegelian concept of contradiction than did 
Engels. 

Lenin goes on to present his own view of the "spontaneous develop
ment" of human history and ideas. He sees "two basic . . .  conceptions of 
development (evolution): . . .  development as decrease and increase, as 
repetition, and development as a unity of opposites" ( CW 38:360). He is 
of course interested only in "self-movement" and not in what he per
ceives in Hegel as an "external" source (God). The latter is only the "first 
conception." In the "second conception the chief attention is directed 
precisely to knowledge of the source of 'self -movement" This category, 
self-movement, "alone furnishes the key to the 'leaps,' to the 'break in 
continuity,' to the 'transformation into the opposite,' to the destruction 
of the old and the emergence of the new" (CW 38:360). 

Thus, the concept of self-mauement is the key ro Lenin :S · whole concept of 
ditlkctic. It is the Hegelian dialectic that Lenin is summarizing, critiquing, 
and developing into his own concept of dialectic in this essay, especially 
in the light of the themes covered by his larger "Abstract of Hegel's 
Science of Logic. " Although the emphasis here on leaps or breaks in 
continuity is, as we have seen, generally consistent with parts of Engels's 
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Anti-Diihring, the stress on self-movement as the key to these leaps is 
Lenin's own, apparently developed out of his study of the Science of 
Logic. Engels, as was shown earlier, tended to draw too close an affinity 
;between the movement of inanimate matter and the self-development 
of human consciousness ar.d activity. 

Lenin also shows that he is continuing to read Hegel's absolute idea 
"materialistically" and now also as a critique of relativism: "NB: The 
distinction between subjectivism (skepticism, sophistry, etc.) and dialectics, 
incidentally, is that in (objective) dialectics the difference between the 
relative and the absolute is itself relative. For objective dialectics there is 
an absolute within the relative . For subjectivism and sophistry the 
relative is only relative and excludes the absolute" (CW 38:360). This 
critique of relativism calls for a dialectical relationship between the 
universal and the particular. Part of this argument is not entirely new for 
Lenin, however, since he had written already in Materialism and Empirio
Criticism that "for dialectical materialism there is no impassable bound
ary between relative and absolute truth" (CW 14: 136). In that work he 
argues further: "Dialectics-as Hegel in his time explained-contains an 
element of relativism, of negation, of skepticism, but i5 not reducible to 
relativism" (CW 14 : 137). Contrary to what I have been emphasizing 
here, Lefebvre argues that this last comment illustrates a major continu
ity between Materialism and Empirio-Criticism and the Hegel Notebooks. 10 
Although that may be true, there are many more key texts in which 
Lenin's 1 9 14-15 writings go significantly beyond his own earlier work 
and that of the leading Marxist theorists of the period, whom he 
attacked as vulgar materialists. 

Next Lenin moves to argue once again for a direct link from Hegelian 
dialectics to chapter 1 of Marx's Capital, "Commodities": "In his Capital, 
Marx first analyzes the simplest, most ordinary and fundamental, most 
common and everyday relation of bourgeois (commodity) society, a 
relation encountered billions of times, viz. the exchange of commodities. 
In this very simple phenomenon (in this 'cell' of bourgeois society) 
analysis reveals all the contradictions or the germs of all the contradic
tions of modem society" (CW 38:360-6 1). Here once again, Lenin is 
probably the first twentieth-century Marxist not only to see the relation 
between the structure of Capital and Hegel's Science of Logic but also to 
single out Marx's analysis of the commodity in chapter 1 of Capital as 
the one that reveals all the contradictions of capitalist society. 

Lenin goes on to trace the relationship of individual to universal·· in 
Hegel and makes another sharp attack on Plekhanov and all estab
lished Marxism. He gives the following overview of dialectics: "Dialectics 
is the theory of knowledge of (Hegel and) Marxism. This is the 'aspect' 
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of the matter (it is not an 'aspect,' but the essence of the matter) to which 
Plekhanov, not to speak of other Marxists, paid no attention" ( CW 
38:362). Never has Lenin claimed more explicitly a unity between Marx 
and Hegel, on the one hand, and a differentiation of them from 
Plekhanov and other Marxists, on the other. 

He concludes the essay with a sharp attack on "crude, simple" vulgar 
materialism. In the process he makes clear his own critical appropria
tion of philosophical idealism: "Philosophical idealism is only nonsense 
from the standpoint of crude, simple, metaphysical materialism. From 
the standpoint of dialectical materialism, on the other hand, philosophi
cal idealism is a one-sided, exaggerated, ilberschwengliches II (Dietzgen) 
development . . .  Idealism is clerical obscurantism. True. But philo
sophical idealism is ('more correctly ' and 'in additionJ a road to clerical 
obscurantism through one of the shades of the infinitely complex knowledge 
(dialectical) of man" ( CW 38:363). Although at one point in this passage 
Lenin sharply separates himself from idealism, even rather crudely 
calling it "clerical obscurantism," as if a secular idealism were impossible, 
at the same time there is an even sharper attack on vulgar material ism. 
Idealism, for all its flaws, is a pathway to truth and human liberation in a 
way that vulgar materialism is not. Part of the confusion in Lenin's 
argument is no doubt due to the tact that this is only a rough draft, not a 
finished essay. 

Here is how he gives his own concept of human knowledge. He 
speaks of a spiral rather than a straight line: 

Human knowledge is not (or does not follow) a shaight line, but a cutve, 
which endlessly approximates a series of circles, a spiral. Any fragment, 
segment, se ction of thi s  cutve can be transformed (transformed one
sidedly) into an independent, complete, straight line,  which then (if one 
does not see the wood for the trees) leads into the quagmire , into clerical 
obscurantism . . . .  And clerical obscurantism (= phi losophical ideali!m) . . .  is 
a steri le flower undoubtedly, but a sterile flower that grows on the living 
tree of living, ferti le, genuine, powerful, omnipotent, objective , absolute 
human knowledge. (CW 38:36

.
3) 

With this provocative essay fragment we have come to the end of 
Lenin's 19 14-15 writings on Hegelian dialectics. He has concluded the 
Hegel Notebooks with discussions of the relationship of idealism to 
materialism and with a sharp critique not only of Plekhanov but also of 
Engels. These notes and writings on Hegel and dialectics cover over 
three hundred pages and took him an entire year to complete. They 
bring out almost a tug-of-war in Lenin's mind. On the one hand there is 
his earlier scientistic Marxist materialism, drawn from Plekhanov and 
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sharpened in his 1908 debates with the Machist Bogdanov. On the 
other hand is Lenin's new concept of Hegelian dialectics as revolutionary. 
Now he treats Hegelian dialectics as the source of all dialectics and as a 
critique of the contemplative vulgar materialism of established Marxism. 

Lenin's Public Writings o n  Dialectics, 1915-23: 
Hegelian Marxism and Philosophical Ambivalence 

The period from August 19 14  to April 1 9 1 7  was one of dramatic 
change for Lenin. He broke with the Second International and tried to 
found a new international. In that period he also advocated revolution
ary defeatism, wrote his book Imperialism: The Highest Stage of Capitalism, 
and began to prepare notes for State and Revolution. In that same crucial 
period, as shown in the table below, Lenin wrote just over 3,000 pages 
of articles, private notebooks, and letters as published in the English 
edition of his Collected Work5 (vols. 2 1-23, 35-39, 4 1 ). This averages 
around three pages per day. The published works alone total over 1 ,400 
pages for this period, the main one of which is of course Imperialism 
( 1 20 pages), for which he wrote no fewer than 768 pages of Notebook5 on 
Imperialism in 1 9 15-16 (CW 39). About a year before, during the period 
from August 1914  to mid- 1 9 1 5, he wrote 245 pages of notes on Hegel 
and related issues, including the essay "On Dialectics" and reviews of 
secondary literature on Hegel .  In 1916-17 he also wrote notes for State 
and Revolution, which, at least in their published form, are far briefer 
than those on either Hegel or imperialism. 

From the period of September to December 1 9 14, however, when 
Lenin was doing his most intensive Hegel studies, there are only 1 14 
pages of works and notes on other topics, plus 1 58 pages of notes on 
Hegel and the 19 pages of notes on Feuerbach. Table 1 breaks this 
output down in terms of numbers of pages (including even those letters 
that have been published) for the period between the outbreak of 
World War I and Lenin's return to Russia in April 1917 .  Page numbers 
are once again based on the English edition of the Lenin's Collected 
Work5. It is shown that Lenin's notes on Hegel actually overshadow 
everything else in terms of numbers of pages written during the first 
months after the outbreak of war in 19 14. In August-December 19 14 
he wrote more pages of  notes on Hegel than either private letters 
(mostly to fellow Bolsheviks) or articles for publication. Even when the 
sheer bulk of the Notebook5 on Imperialism, which is three times the 
length of the Hegel Notebooks, is taken into account, the importance of 
Hegel for Lenin is underlined rather than diminished, for the Notebook5 
on Imperialism is made up generally of short extracts from hundreds of 
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books and articles-the longest entry is but 20 pages. Nor is there any 
extended discussion in the Notebooks on Imperialism of any one particu
lar writer. In fact, except perhaps for the constant references to Kautsky 
in virtually all the published writings in this period, there is no writer 
who, judging by the Collected Works and the size of the various pieces, 
preoccupied Lenin during the period August 1 9 14 to April 19 17  so 
much as Hegel did. Even Marx was apparently not studied as closely as 
was Hegel, at least on the basis of the notes Lenin made during this 
period. 

Table 1. Topics in Lenin's Writings, 1914- 1 7  

Type o f  Writings 

Notes o n  Hegel 

Notes on other 
th inkers 

Notebooks on 
imperia lism 

Letters 

Other 

Total pages 

Number of Pages 

August 1 9 14-April 1 9 1 7  August-December 19 14  Only 

245 1 58 

89 

768 

5 1 8  

1 ,407 

3,027 

1 9  

67 

1 14 

358 

Source: Lenin, Collected Worlcs (English ed.). 

Despite this great preoccupation with Hegel, Lenin never published 
a book or even an article on Hegelian dialectics during this period or 
afterward He did publish several major works on Marxist theory, 
however, especially Imperialiwt and State and Revolution. Therein lies the 
paradox that I need to unravel now. I will try to do so at two levels. The 
first level, the discussion of which follows immediately, involves examin
ing some of Lenin's public references to Hegel and to dialectics after 
1 9 14. The second involves examining the structure, method, and con
text of his two main theoretical works after 1914, Imperialism and State 
and Revolution. In the next two chapters I look at their relationship to 
the 1 9 14-15 Hegel Notebooks. 

I have mentioned earlier the important essay "Karl Marx," with its 
section on dialectics that Lenin wanted to expand still further after 
completing his study of Hegel's Science of Logic. By 1915  Lenin had 
published several long pamphlets on the attitude revolutionary social-
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ists needed to take toward the war, developing his concept of revolution
ary defeatism. In one of them, the fifty-page article "The Collapse of the 
Second International," written in May and June 1 9 15, which I took up 
at the beginning of this chapter, he refers explicitly to Hegelian dialectics. 

Dialectics "Shameks.sly Distorted by Pli!khanov" 

Here is how Lenin refers to Hegel in a critique of Plekhanov, who at 
this point supported the Allies and the Russian government in the war: 

Plekhanov has set a new record in the noble sport of substituting 
sophistry for dialectics. The sophist grabs at one of many "arguments"; it 
was Hegel who long ago very properly observed that "arguments" can be 
found to prove anything in the world. Dialectics calls for a many-sided 
investigation into a given social phenomenon in its development, and for 
the external and the apparent to be reduced to the fundamental motive 
forces, to the development of the productive forces and the class 
struggle . . . .  With reference to wars the main thesis of dialectics, which 
has been so shamelessly distorted by Plekhanov to please the bourgeoisie, 
is that "war is simply the continuaticm of politics by other (i .e., violent) means. " 
Such is the formula of Clausewitz, one of the greatest writers on the 
history of war, whose thinking was stimulated by Hegel. (CW 2 1 :218- 1 9) 

This type of explicit and uncritical reference to Hegelian dialectics, 
without also immediately attacking Hegel for idealism, was unprece
dented not only for Lenin but for the whole tradition of Marxism out of 
which Bolshevism emerged after the tum of the century. Such an open 
recourse to Hegel was not evident, for example, in Lenin's argument 
against Machism and Bogdanov in Materialism and Empirio-Criticism. 
The passage just quoted is the only public attack on Plekhanov for 
specifically philosophical reasons that I have found. This is notable in 
the light of Lenin's subsequent recommendation, in 1920, that Plekhanov's 
works be published and studied, especially by Soviet youth. 

Although not referring explicitly to Hegel this time, in the same 
19 15  essay Lenin also uses the concept of dialectic in a critique of 
Kautsky: "Kautsky is exploiting the hope for a new peaceful era of 
capitalism so as to justify the adhesion of the opportunists and the 
official Social Democratic parties to the bourgeoisie, and their rejection 
of the revolutionary, i.e., proletarian, tactics in the present stonny era, this 
despite the solemn declarations of the Basel resolution . . . .  Marxist 
dialectics, as the last word in the scientific-evolutionary method, excludes 
any isolated examination of an object" (CW 2 1 :225, 235). A pattern that 
will 'repeat itself begins to emerge here. The pattern recurs when Lenin 
faces a well-known Marxist theorist whom he wants to criticize. This will 
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pertain not only to people such as Kautsky and Plekhanov, whom he 
considered to be "betrayers," but also to theorists further to the left who 
in many respects shared Lenin's political views, theorists such as Bukharin, 
Trotsky, and Luxemburg. In his writings after 19 14 Lenin will usually 
not only criticize their political or economic analysis but also will bring 
in his new concept of Marxist dialectics. He will publicly fault his 
opponents on grounds of being non dialectical or halfWay dialectical. 

Luxemburg "Applies Ma1Xist Dialectics Only Halfway " 

An example of this sort of argument occurs in his 19 16  review of 
Luxemburg's important antiwar manifesto, thejuniw Pamphlet, so named 
because Luxemburg signed it with the pen name "Junius." When he 
wrote his critique Lenin was unaware that Junius was Luxemburg. As 
he begins his critique, Lenin writes: "On the whole, the Junius pam
phlet is a splendid Marxist work" (CW 22:306). He shifts his tone, 
however, when he comes to one of his key disagreements with the 
pamphlet, on its analysis of the national question. Luxemburg portrays 
nationalism as inevitably reactionary in an era of imperialism, whereas 
Lenin is developing instead a concept of revolutionary nationalism as 
national liberation in the case of the nationalism of small or powerless 
nations dominated by the great powers. In his critique of Junius Lenin 
writes that this disagreement is connected not only to politics but also to 
dialectics: 

Th e fullacy of this argument is obvious. That all dividing lines, bo th in 
nature and soci ety, are conventional and dynamic, and that every phe
nomenon might, under certain conditions, be trnn sformed into its opposite, 
is, of course, a base proposition of Marxi st dialectics. A national war 
might be tr.msformed into an imperialist war and vice-versa . . . .  Only a 
sophist can disregard the difference between an imperialist and a nafunal 
war on the gmunds that one might develop into th e other. Not infrequently 
have dia lectics served-and th e hi story of Greek philosophy is an 
example-as a bridge to sophistry. (CW 22:309) 

Here Lenin takes his key dialectical category from the "Abstract of 
Hegel's Science of Logic, " the "transformation into opposite," and uses it 
as part of a largely political critique of Luxemburg. He continues this 
theme in his conclusion, introducing the concept of halfWay dialectics: 
"In saying that the class struggle is the best means of defence against 
invasion, Junius applies Marxist dialectics only halfWay, taking one step 
on the right road and immediately deviating from it Marxist dialectics 
call for a concrete analysis of each specific historical situation" (CW 
22:3 16). Thus, the failure to embrace dialectics more fully is the source 
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of what Lenin regards as Luxemburg's errors on the national question. I 
will return to this issue in the next chapter. 

Lenin's "Will": Bukharin "Neuer Fully Understood the Dialectic" 

During the war the young Bolshevik theoretician Bukharin adopted a 
position similar to that of Luxemburg on the national question, and 
Lenin wrote at length against his position. J2 This apparently forms part 
of the background to the critical assessment of Bukharin that appeared 
in 1922-23 in Lenin's "Will": "Bukharin is not only the most valuable 
and biggest theorist of the Party; he may also be legitimately considered 
the favorite of the whole Party; but his theoretical views can only with 
the greatest doubt be regarded as fully Marxian, for there is something 
scholastic in him. (He has never learned, and I think never fully 
understood, the dialectic.)" (CW 36:595) . 13  Surely something serious 
was at stake for Lenin if the "biggest" theoretician of the party, Bukharin, 
never fully understood the dialectic. It should be underlined that 
dialectics is the only point on which Bukharin is specifically criticized in 
the same will where Lenin talks of removing Stalin from his position as 
general secretary because of his rudeness. Others are also criticized for 
having an overly administrative or bureaucratic attitude (not only Stalin 
but also Trotsky and Pyatakov) and for having opposed the November 
Revolution (Zinoviev and Kamenev). It is extremely noteworthy, however, 
that the only specifically theoretical issue referred to in the entire will is 
dialectics. The national question, the state and revolution, economics-not 
one of these other theoretical issues is referred to explicitly. That surely 
indicates the supreme importance of dialectics for Lenin at this key 
point, when he was summing up his ideas for his Bolshevik colleagues 
and evaluating those colleagues as well. 

Bukharin's philosophical writings also show some important differ
ences with those of Lenin in the Hegel Notebooks. In his major work 
on Marxist theory, Historical Materialioo: A System of Sociology, first pub
lished in 1921 ,  Bukharin includes a section on dialectical materialism 
where he writes: "In our consideration of the question of the human 
will, the question whether it is free, or determined by certain causes, 
like everything else in the world, we arrived at the conclusion that we 
must adopt the point of view of determinism."l4 Thus Bukharin openly 
avows himself a determinist. In addition he makes a very sharp attack 
on Hegel that seems to exclude all idealism as inherently clerical and 
mystical: "idealism involves an admission of the independence of ideas 
from the material, and of the dependence of these ideas on divine and 
mysterious springs. It is therefore obvious that the idealist point of view 
involves a downright mysticism, or other tomfoolery, in the social 
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sciences, to their substitution by faith in the acts of God or in some 
other such conception . . . .  Hegel, the greatest philosopher of idealism, 
defined the history of the world as a 'rational, necessary evolution 
(Gang) of the world spirit: "15 As the Canadian sovietologist Richard 
Day notes in his critique of Bukharin's Marxism: "In the Philosophical 
Notebooks Lenin had come much closer to appreciating the humanistic 
aspect of Marxism with the observation that 'man's consciousness not 
only reflects the objective world but creates it.' "16 In his Prison Notebooks 
Antonio Gramsci makes an even sharper attack on Historical Materialism: 
"The philosophy implicit in [Historical Materialism] could be called a 
positivistic Aristotelianism, an adaption of formal logic to the methods 
of physical and natural science. The historical dialectic is replaced by 
the law of causality and the search for regularity, normality and 
uniformity."1 7  Thus, Bukharin stresses science, determinism, and materi
alism, whereas Lenin, at least after 1 9 14, moves to a great extent away 
from this view and toward one that sees Hegel's idealism as the ground 
for a more fully dialectical Marxist materialism. 

Philosophical Ambivalence: Hegel, but also Plekhanuv 

Another important set of references to Hegelian dialectics occurs in 
Lenin'S critique ofTrotsky (as well as Bukharin, Shliapnikov, and Kollontai) 
in the Trade Union Debate of 1920-2 1 .  Lenin's 192 1 pamphlet Once 
Again on the Trade Unions (CW 32:70-108) has an eighteen-page section 
on dialectics just before the conclusion. Part of it is entitled "Dialectics 
and Eclecticism. 'School' and 'Apparatus.' " Bukharin had attempted to 
create a "buffer group" between Lenin's faction and that of Trotsky, 
Lenin's main opponent in the Trade Union Debate. At that time Trotsky 
favored continuing War Communism's tight military discipline over the 
working class and the trade unions even though the Russian civil war 
had finally ended. The other faction, led by Shliapnikov and Kollontai, 
took a more syndicalist position, while Lenin advocated a centralized 
single-party state, but with strong and independent trade unions. The 
central issue for this study is Lenin's discussion of Hegel and dialectics 
rather than the specifics of the enormously complicated Trade Union 
Debate.lB 

Lenin begins his pamphlet's section on dialectics by praising Bukharin 
for his "theoretical ability and keen interest in getting at the theoretical 
roots of every question." A few lines later, however, he ridicules Bukharin's 
statement that "neither the political nor the economic factor can be 
ignored" (CW 32:90). Lenin adds: "The gist of his theoretical mistake in 
this case is substitution of eclecticism for the dialectical interplay of 
politics and economics (which we find in Marxism). His theoretical 



1 14 I Lenin on Hegel and Dialectics 

attitude is: 'on the one hand, and on the other,' 'the one and the other.' 
That is eclecticism. Dialectics requires an all-round consideration of 
relationships in their concrete development but not a patchwork of bits 
and pieces" (CW 32:93). More interestingly, he also brings in Hegel 
directly, giving the following definition of dialectical logic: 

Dialectical logic demands that we should go further. Firstly, if we are to 
have a true knowledge of an object we must look at and examine all its 
facets, its connections and "mediacies." That is something we cannot ever 
hope to achieve completely, but the rule of comprehensiveness is a 
safeguard against mistakes and rigidity. Secondly, dialectical logic requires 
that an object should be taken in development, in change, in "self
movement" (as Hegel sometimes puts it). This is not immediately obvious 
in respect of such an object as a tumbler, but it, too, is in flux, and this 
holds especially true for its purpose, use and wnnectian with the sur
rounding world Thirdly, a full "definition" of an object must include the 
whole of human experience, both as a criterion of truth and a practical 
indicator of its connection with human wants. Fourthly, dialectical logic 
holds that "truth is always concrete." (CW 32:94) 

Especially noteworthy here are the explicit mention of Hegelian dialec
tics and the brief elaboration of some of the key categories from the 
Hegel Notebooks: interconnection, contradiction, and self-movement, 
among others. 

The reader should note, however, that the way in which Lenin 
elaborates these categories also raises the question of his ambivalence 
toward his new philosophical ideas on Hegelian dialectics. I9 In the text 
immediately following the discussion of dialectical logic just cited, he 
suddenly brings in Plekhanov: "Fourthly, dialectical logic holds that 
'truth is always concrete, never abstract,' as the late Plekhanov liked to 
say after Hegel. (Let me add in parenthesis for the benefit of young 
Party members that you cannot hope to become a real intelligent 
Communist without making a study-and I mean study-of all of 
Plekhanov's philosophical writings, because nothing better has been 
written on Marxism anywhere in the world.)" (CW 32:94). An attached 
footnote reads: "By the way, it would be a good thing, first, if the current 
edition of Plekhanov's works contained a special volume or volumes of 
all his philosophical articles, with detailed indexes, etc., to be included 
in a series of standard textbooks on communism; secondly, I think the 
workers' state must demand that professors of philosophy should have a 
knowledge of Plekhanov's exposition of Marxist philosophy and [an] 
ability to impart it to their students" (CW 32:94). The discussion of 
dialectics in Lenin's pamphlet, as innovative as it was, nonetheless 
avoids mentioning any of the critiques of Plekhanov that occur numer-
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ous times in the Hegel Notebooks, whether around the issue of vulgar 
materialism or on Plekhanov's never having made a systematic study of 
Hegel's Science of Logic. Nor are the more general critiques of Plekhanov 
as undialectical that are found in Lenin's 1 9 1 5  article on revolutionary 
defeatism repeated here. Was this done deliberately, to soften his 
otherwise "Hegelian" argument for his Bolshevik audience? Few of 
them, if any, had also become involved in the direct study of Hegel. 
Mainly they held Plekhanovite-type views of Marxism as materialism, as 
had Lenin himself before 1 914.  Or was Lenin himself ambivalent about 
his new work around dialectics? 

Regardless of whether the cause was his own reluctance to add yet 
another controversy for his Bolsheviks to grapple with or his occupation 
with concrete political issues such as the national question and the 
bureaucratization of the new Soviet state, not to mention the civil war, 
economic reconstruction, and the attempt to extend the Russian revo
lution internationally to Europe and Asia, Lenin did fhll to finish or 
publish his study of dialectics. He also left a trail of somewhat ambivalent 
statements behind on dialectics. Although the main thrust of his state
ments on dialectics was toward Hegelian Marxism, as seen in the Trade 
Union Debate, he was also capable of referring in glowing tenns to 
Plekhanov. This is a step backward from his characterization of Plekhanov 
in the Hegel Notebooks as a vulgar materialist who had never made a 
serious study of Hegel's Science of Logic, a characterization that Lenin 
never made public at any time after writing it in those notebooks. 

During the same period Lenin also allowed the reprinting without 
changes of his Materialism and Empirio-Criticism. In a one-paragraph 
preface to the new edition, Lenin expresses the hope that the book will 
"prove useful as an aid to acquaintance with the philosophy of Marxism, 
dialectical materialism." He also notes his continued opposition to 
Bogdanov, particularly to the latter's new activity around the concept of 
"proletarian culture," a concept that Lenin dubbed "bourgeois and 
reactionary" (CW 14:2 1 ). The main purpose of reissuing Materialism and 
Empirio-Criticism in 1920 may have been to undermine Bogdanov once 
again, at a time when his movement for proletarian culture was gaining 
adherents among many Bolsheviks, Bukharin included. Whatever his 
intentions were, however, Lenin's reissue of this book with a new 
preface that does not mention his Hegel Notebooks muddied the 
waters considerably as to what his post- 19 14 concept of dialectic was . It 
is a prime example of Lenin's philosophical ambivalence. 

In addition to including Lenin's brief preface, this reprint also con
tains Vladimir Nevsky's appendix entitled "Dialectical Materialism and 
the Philosophy of Dead Reaction." This appendix, Lenin writes in his 
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preface, takes up "Bogdanov's latest works, which I have had not oppor
tunity to examine" (CW 14:2 1 ). Nevsky's appendix, which was dropped 
from later editions after the author got into trouble with the Stalinist 
authorities, refers to Engels's notion of two camps, idealism and 
materialism, and then accuses Bogdanov of propagating the "purest 
idealism."20 Nevsky mentions Hegel only when he quotes Bogdanov to 
the effect that "the conception of dialectics, of Marx as well as Hegel;'' 
contains "elements of arbitrariness" (332). This could have been an 
opportunity to counterpose the dialectic of Hegel and Marx to Bogdanov's 
conceptions. Instead, Nevsky attempts to defend "the founder of scien
tific socialism," but not Hegel, from the charge of arbitrariness. All in 
all, Nevsky's essay is a crude performance, showing no awareness whatso
ever of the revolutionary aspects of Hegelian idealism. Its appearance 
in the 1920 edition of Materialism and Empirio-Criticism with Lenin's en
dorsement serves still further to cloud over Lenin's own debt to Hegel 
and the important changes and innovations in his concept of dialectic 
after 19 14. 

A "Society of Materiali5t Friends of Hegelian Diakctics" 

The closest Lenin comes to making his Hegel Notebooks public is his 
article "On the Significance of Militant Materialism" ( 1 922) written for 
Pod Znamenem Marksizma (Under the Banner of Marxism), a mcyor new 
theoretical journal of the time. He eases his readers into the subject of 
Hegel by declaring that although the materialism of natural science was 
surely to be welcomed in the struggle against "clerical obscurantism," 
on the other hand, "it must be realized that no natural science and no 
materialism can hold its own in the struggles against the onslaught of 
bourgeois ideas and the restoration ,of the bourgeois world outlook 
unless it stands on a solid philosophical ground" (CW 33:233). Therefore, 
Lenin continues, one must be a "consistent," "modem," and "Marxist" 
materialist, "a dialectical materialist" 

Then comes his explicit advocacy of the study of Hegelian dialectics, 
linked directly to what will be discussed in the next chapter, his post- 1 9 14 
concept of new revolutionary subjects outside the working class in the 
Asian anticolonial national liberation struggles: 

In order to attain this aim, the contributors to Pod Znamenem Marksizma 
must arrange for the systematic study of Hegelian dialectics from a 
materialist standpoint, i .e. , the dialectics which Marx applied practically 
in his Capitol and in his historical 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.e., the hundreds 
of millions of human beings who form the greater part of the world 
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population and whose historical passivity and historical torpor have 
hitherto conditioned the stagnation and decay of many advanced Euro
pean countries-every day of the awakening to life of new peoples and 
new classes serves as a fresh confirmation of Marxism. (CW 33:234) 

Sensing perhaps that his readers would be skeptical not only on ideo
logical grounds but also because of the difficulty of understanding 
Hegel, Lenin adds: 

Of course, this study, this interpretation, this propaganda of Hegelian 
dialectics is extremely difficult, and the first experiments in this direction 
will undoubtedly be accompanied by errors. But only he who never does 
anything never makes mistakes. Taking as our basis Marx's method of 
applying materialistically conceived Hegelian dialectics, we can and 
should elaborate this dialectics from all aspects, print in the journal 
excerpts from Hegel's principal works, interpret them materialistically 
and comment on them with the help of examples of dialectics in the 
sphere of economic and political relations, which recent history, espe
cially modem imperialist war and revolution, provides in unusual 
abundance. In my opinion, the editors and contributol'S of Pod Znamenem 
Marksizma should be a kind of"Society of Materialist Friends of Hegelian 
Dialectics." . . .  Unless it sets itself such a task and systematically fulfills it, 
materialism cannot be militant materialism. (CW 33:233-34) 

This essay's most striking feature is its open call for intensive study not 
of dialectics in general but specifically of Hegelian dialectics and for the 
publication of Hegel's writings in Soviet Russia's leading Marxist journal. 
It is Lenin's fullest public indication of what he had developed in his 
Hegel Notebooks. 

Lenin's position was presented, however, under the category of"mili
tant materialism" rather than what Lenin had pointed to in the Hegel 
Notebooks, the unity of idealism and materialism, a concept that re
connected to the young Marx. Therefore it could be and was read by 
his successors as fundamentally continuous with Lenin's earlier work 
and with the Marxism of the Second International, which, in the works 
of other Bolshevik theorists such as Trotsky or Bukharin,2I underwent 
no significant change on dialectics after 1 9 14.  Unlike Lenin's article on 
the Trade Union Debate, there was no call to study Plekhanov-but 
neither was there any explicit critique of Plekhanov. 

Dialectics of Revolution and the "Oriental, Non-European Countries" 

Lenin's last mcyor reference to dialectics is in one of his final writings, 
com posed even after his "Will" of December 1922-January 1923. This 
piece was written, like the "Will," while Lenin was immobilized by his 
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stroke but able on certain days to do a little dictating. The article in 
question is a brief appraisal, written in January 1923, of the leading 
Menshevik writer N. Sukhanov's famous Notes on the Revolution. First 
Lenin takes up what he calls the "German model" of the Second 
International, the orthodox Marxism of his own youth and the early 
Bolsheviks, as well as of the Germans. He criticizes it as follows: 

They call themselves Marxists, but their conception of Marxism is 
impossibly pedantic. They have campletely failed to understand what is decisive 
in Marxism, namef:y, its reuolutionary dialectics. They have even absolutely 
failed to understand Marx's plain statements that in times of revolution 
the utmost flexibility is demanded . . .  up to now they have seen capital
ism and bourgeois democracy in Western Europe follow a defi nite 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 Russia stands on the 
border-line between the civilized countries and the countries which this 
war has for the fi.rst time definitely brought into the orbit of civilization-all 
the oriental, non-European countries- she could and was, indeed, bound to 
reveal certain distinguishing features. (CW 33:476-77; emphasis added) 

Here Lenin connects dialectics to the creative application of Marxism 
in a revolutionary situation. He makes this specific for an issue that the 
West European social democrats had ignored or played down: the 
revolutionary potential of what is today termed the Third World. Most 
important here is that Lenin has outlined fairly explicitly the link 
between his concept of dialectic and his concept of imperialism and 
national liberation. Lenin is not simply repeating earlier statements on 
dialectics and on national and anticolonial revolutions; fur more 
importantly, he has shown their intimate connection in his mind in one 
of his very last writings. In this way, then, Lenin keeps up until his last 
days a stress on what he gained from his own Hegel studies. This 
connection between national liberation movements and dialectics in 
Lenin's post- 1 9 1 4  writings is what will be explored in the next chapter. 

First, however, it needs to be underlined that not everything was 
newly Hegelian or dialectical in the post- 1 9 1 4  Lenin. His reissue of 
Materialism and Empirio-Criticism shows the extent to which he waffled, 
at least publicly, in his concept of dialectics. And even in the 1920-2 1 
Trade Union Debate, as we have seen, his direct and public references 
to Hegel were balanced by ones to Plekhanov, even though in his private 
Hegel Notebooks he had termed Plekhanov a vulgar materialist who 
had failed really to work out something serious on dialectics. Finally, 
even the most explicit public references to Hegel made in the article for 
Pod Znamenem Marksizma, which Korsch22 was to use as a point of 
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departure for his Marxism and Philosophy, contain much ambivalence on 
the question of idealism versus materialism. For despite Lenin's call 
there "for the systematic study of Hegelian dialectics," the overall thrust 
of his argument is not for the unity of idealism and materialism but 
rather only for "militant materialism." Such a phrase was hardly new 
and could easily be seen as totally in continuity with the earlier M.a1£rinJism 
and Empirio-Criticism. Indeed, it was so interpreted after Lenin's death. 
Among the first to feel its bite were the Central European Hegelian 
Marxists Korsch and Lukacs, who were denounced by Zinoviev at the 
1 924 Comintem Congress. 
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Imperialism and New Forms of 
Subjectivity: National Liberation 
Movements 

I will argue in this chapter that Lenin's post- 1 9 14 writings on imperi
alism and national liberation were grounded in some important ways in 
his Hegel Notebooks. I will argue further that these writings demon
strate how greatly Lenin's 1 9 14-15 encounter with Hegelian dialectics 
had affected his concept of Marxism as it was expressed in his economic 
and political theory. In this sense, I will suggest, the Hegel Notebooks 
infl uenced not only Lenin's general concept of dialectic but also his 
political and economic writings as a whole. I am not arguing that 
Lenin's political and economic writings were derived in a direct or 
mechanical sense from his Hegel studies. To be sure, they developed 
out of his detailed studies of imperialism, the state, and revolution, 
many of them based on some of Marx's major writings, and in response 
to historical events, such as the nationalist uprising in Ireland in 19 16  
o r  the reinstitution ofsoviets by  the Russian workers in  1 9 1 7. The Hegel 
Notebooks do not in themselves constitute the whole of Lenin's dialec
tics of revolution, which was worked out in response to more concrete 
events and issues. Nonetheless, I will argue, the Hegel Notebooks 
provided Lenin with an important conceptual underpinning for those 
studies in the dialectics of revolution. 

Lenin's writings on imperialism and national liberation mark a mcyor 
part of his work after 1 9 14. In the period 1 9 14-17 alone, when he wrote 
the well-known 1 20-page study Imperialism, he also filled up nearly 800 
pages of what is now termed the Notebooks on Imperialism (CW 39) and 
wrote several hundred pages of material on national self-determination 
and World War I. 

In viewing Imperialism in relationship to these other writings, I am 
taking account of Lenin's own remark in the 1 9 1 7  preface to its first 
edition, where he noted that his original intent of publishing the book 
legally under the tsarist censorship (by then made moot by the March 
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Revolution) had led him to leave out much material: �This pamphlet 
was written with an eye to the tsarist censorship. Hence, I was not only 
forced to confine myself strictly to an exclusively theoretical, specifical
ly economic analysis of facts, but to formulate the few necessary obser
vations on politics with extreme caution . . .  on these matters I had to 
speak in a 'slavish' tongue, and I must refer the reader who is interested 
in the subject to the articles I wrote abroad in 1 9 14-19 1 7, a new edition 
of which is soon to appear" (CW 22: 187). Of these voluminous writings 
produced during 1 9 1 4- 1 7, many of which did not appear in print 
until several years after Lenin's death, I will consider only some of the 
more important ones: "Socialist Revolution and the Right of Nations to 
Self-Determination" ( 19 1 6; 1 5  pages); "The juniu5 Pamphlet" ( 19 16; 1 5  
pages); "The Discussion o f  Self-Determination Summed Up" ( 19 1 6; 4 1  
pages); "A Caricature of Marxism and Imperialist Economism" ( 19 1 6; 
48 pages); and "Imperialism and the Split in Socialism" ( 19 1 6; 15 pages). 
Even a glance at this list, which includes only mcyor pamphlets and 
essays, makes it clear that the debates on politics, and especially the 
self-determination of nations, consumed as many or more pages than 
the slim volume Impe1ialism. 

In addition, the lengthy Notebook5 on Impmalism shows definitively 
which subjects other than the economics of imperialism were on Lenin's 
mind as he labored on Impmalism and his other published works in 
1 9 16. Although Notebook5 deals mainly with a large number of mono
graphs and original source material on imperialism, it also takes up 
writings of Marx and Engels on splits within the European labor 
movement and on national liberation, as well as Lenin's own research 
on the latter question. In short, Lenin was not limiting his view to 
economic theory, no matter how theoretical was his economic analysis 
in Impmalism, the book intended for legal publication in tsarist Russia. 
In addition to Notebook5 and the 1915-16 articles and speeches, several 
contributions written after 1 9 1 7  are also important for a grasp of his 
concepts of imperialism and national liberation and their relation to his 
Hegel Notebooks. 

Economics and Dialectics in the Analysis of Imperialism 

Judging by the nearly 800 pages of notes from original sources in 
Notebook5 on Impmalism, it seems that Lenin had more in mind than the 
slim volume that was actually published. The book lmpmalioo: The 
Highest Stage of Capitalioo, canonized by official Soviet Marxism, has 
often been called unoriginal by more independent commentators. 
Some have termed it largely derivative of Bukharin's book lmpmalism 
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and World Econmn,y, also published in 1 9 17  but written in 19 15, a year 
before Lenin's book, of Rudolf Hilferding's Finance Capital ( 1 9 10), or 
both. Although he praises Imperialism � political acuity, the British 
Trotskyist Tony Cliff; who regards it as primarily a work of popularization, 
states the argument for the influence ofBukharin the most crudely: "in 
terms of the actual description of modem capitalism, Lenin is not 
original at all, and borrows practically everything from Bukharin."l The 
British Marxist sociologist Torn Bottornore writes in his introduction to 
the first English-language edition of Hilferding's book that "Lenin 
based his study upon Hilferding's," but Bottornore argues as well that 
much of this influence was through Bukharin, who was himself influ
enced by Hilferding.2 One objection to the "derivative" theory about 
Lenin's Imperialism is that if he were merely following earlier work, why 
would he have made nearly 800 pages of notes in large part in its 
preparation, mainly from original sources, and spent a full year prepar
ing this study? 

Also, at least in Lenin's view as seen in these private notebooks, his 
own perspective was different from that of Hilferding. There, in a 
remark that was likely connected to his Hegel Notebooks, Lenin terms 
Hilferding's book "Kantian" (CW 39:33 4). Elsewhere he details for him
self four "shortcomings" of Hilferding's analysis: " 1 )  Theoretical error 
concerning money. 2) Ignores (almost) the division of the world 3) 
Ignores the relationship between finance capital and parasitism. 4) 
Ignores the relationship between imperialism and opportunism" (CW 
39:202). Some scholars have suggested that Lenin agreed with Hilferding's 
economic theory but not with his political reformism, yet of these four 
criticisms, only the fourth could possibly be termed merely political 
rather than economic. Despite these objections to Finance Capital, 
however, it is fairly clear that one of Hilferding's arguments did exert 
influence on Lenin's Imperialism: the notion that the imperialist stage of 
capitalism was intimately connected to the increasing preponderance of 
finance over industrial capital. -As Kautsky noted in a 1 9 1 5  article, 
however, Hilferding avoids designating imperialism and monopoly as a 
special new stage of capitalism, as Lenin was to do: 'lHilferding] took 
very good care not to apply the already well-known word 'imperialism' 
to denote this most recent phase of capitalism. He too uses the word 
imperialism to refer to a particular kind of policy and not an 'economic 
phase.' ·For him, imperialism is the policy preferred by finance capital. I 
believe we have every reason to maintain this distinction between 
finance capital as cause and imperialism as effect. "3 This type of procedure 
singled out by Kautsky was quite different from what Lenin did a bit 
later, when, in 1 9 1 6, he completed his book on imperialism. Also, as we 
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saw earlier, in his 1914-15 notebooks Lenin took up the Hegelian 
critique of causality, where cause and effect are dialectically interrelated. 
This may have distinguished his approach to the issues of finance 
capital, monopoly, and imperialism from those of the neo-Kantian 
Marxist Hilferding. Whereas Kautsky in the previously cited passage 
sees these phenomena in a unilinear cause-effect relationship, Lenin 
will pose them more as a dialectical totality. 

Lenin's private and public criticisms of Bukharin's work on imperial
ism4 are more frequent than those against Hilferding's work. Lenin's 
critiques of Bukharin's Imperialism and World Economy are sometimes 
intertwined with his somewhat related differences with Bukharin over 
the issue of national liberation movements, movements that Bukharin 
dismissed as utopian and essentially reactionary in the era of imperialism. 
Robert Service notes that, in a somewhat distant preface for his young 
colleague's work written in December 19 15  (but not published until 
1927), Lenin also argues that "Bukharin had exaggerated the degree of 
'planning' that had typified national industries" in the era of monopoly 
and imperialism.5 Lenin states this critique more explicitly in a 19 19  
speech, part of a polemic with Bukharin o n  the national question: 

Comrade Bukharin's concreteness is a bookish description of finance 
capitalism. In reality we have heterogeneous phenomena to deal with. In 
every agricultural gubemia there is free competition side by side with 
monopoly industry. Nowhere in the world has monopoly capitalism 
existed in a whole series of branches without free competition, nor will it 
exist. . . .  To maintain that there is such a thing as integral imperialism 
without the old capitalism is merely making the wish father to the 
thought. And if we had an altered capitalism, our task would have been a 
hundred thousand times easier. It would have resulted in a system in 
which everything would be subordinated to finance capital alone. (CW 
29: 1 68) 

In sum, Lenin critiques Bukharin's theory of imperialism as essentially 
one-dimensional for the following reasons: ( 1 )  For Bukharin, imperial
ism does not engender any particularly new forms of opposition but 
instead tends to swallow up all opposition. (2) For Bukharin, monopoly 
capitalism and imperialism are more or less pure forms that had 
replaced the old competitive capitalism, rather than being the more 
variegated forms for which Lenin was arguing, where competition exists 
alongside monopoly. 

Essentially Lenin charged Bukharin with holding to a more leftist 
version of Kautsky's notion that imperialism and centralization of capi
tal would, through central planning, create a type of economic unity 
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that had an equilibrium and a stability and that was ripe for takeover in 
toto by socialism. Note the following critique of Kautsky's concept of 
"ultra-imperialism" in Lenin's preface to Bukharin's Imperialism and 
World Economy: "But this development proceeds in such circumstances, 
at such a pace, through such contradictions, conflicts and upheavals-not 
only economic but political, national etc.-that inevitably imperialism 
will burst and capitalism will be transformed into its opposite long bejare 
one world trust materializes, before the 'ultra-imperialist' world-wide 
amalgamation of national finance capital takes place" (CW 22:107). This 
is one of the implicit critique� ofBukharin to which Service refers. 
Kautsky's position .was similar also to Hilferding's celebrated argument 
in Finance Capital that one could make a great step toward socialism by 
"taking possession of six large Berlin banks."6 

In 1914 Kautsky wrote of the possibility of the great imperialist 
powers forming a sort of cartel once the war ended. He argued that 
although this would not mean the end of violence toward colonial 
peoples, it might mark the end of interimperialist rivalry manifested in 
wars and the arms race: 

There is no economic necessity to continue the armaments race after 
world war, not even from the standpoint of the capitalist class itself ... Every 
fur-sighted capitalist today must call to his comrades: Capitalists of the 
world, unite! ... From the purely economic standpoint, therefore, it is 
not excluded that capitalism may live through another new phase, the 
bansference of the policy of cartels to foreign policy, a phase of ultra
imperialism . . . . Its dangers would lie in a different direction, not in that of 
the armaments race and the threat to world peace [emphasis added].? 

Lenin sharply attacks this notion that the division of the world into 
spheres of interest by a small number of imperialist powers could lead 
to greater peace and stability. Seemingly Lenin viewed such theories as 
nondialectical and evolutionary because they suggest that monopoly 
and imperial ism, having introduced a degree of planning within 
capitalism, would help to make the transition to socialism easier and 
smoother. To Lenin, such arguments leave out the whole notion of 
contradi�tion, whereby the stronger and more centralized the state and 
the ecoilomy become, the deeper their internal contradictions run. 
Therefore, revolution is both more possible and more necessary the 
more centralized and modernized the state and the economy become. 
Some of these issues are explored further in the next chapter, when I 
discuss Lenin on the state and revolution. 

Most writers on Lenin and imperialism have not brought Lenin's 
Hegel Notebooks into their analyses of his theory of imperialism.s One 
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exception was the French Marxi�t philosopher Roger Garaudy, who in a 
discussion of Lenin's Hegel Notebooks wrote that Bukharin's position 
on imperialism and national self-determination is "an abstract and 
dogmatic thesis, taking account neither of the complex dialectic of 
history nor of the real aspirations of the masses."9 More recently the 
American sovietologist Philip Pomper has suggested that Lenin's 
Imperialism "probably owed something to the inspiration of dialectics as 
well as to an intensive reading of modem political economists."IO 

Dunayevskaya has made the most forceful argument for the influ
ence of the Hegel Notebooks on Imperialism: 

As opposed to Bukharin's concept of capitalist growth in a straight line, 
or via a quantitative ratio, Lenin's own work holds on tightly to the 
dialectical principle, "transformation into opposite." The key point in 
tracing the subject's self-development instead of an "objective" mathemati
cal growth is that the former not only makes it possible to see transf orma
tion into opposite of both competitive capitalism into monopoly and part 
of labor into an aristocracy, but also makes you conscious that this is but 
the "first negative," to use an expression of Hegel's. The development 
through this compels finding the "second negative," or as Marx expressed 
it, going "lower and deeper" into the masses to find the new revolutionary 
forces. Thus, Lenin held that,jwt when, capitalism had reached this high 
stage of"organization," monopoly (which extended itself into imperialism), 
is the time to see new, national revolutionary forces that would act as 
"bacilli" for proletarian revolutions as weiJ.ll 

Taken together with Service's analysis of Lenin's introduction to Bukharin's 
book and Lenin's more explicit critiques of Bukharin, Dunayevskaya'S 
argument has considerable force. Thus, although it is well known that 
Lenin sharply disagreed with Bukharin on political questions such as 
the self-determination of nations, and even on the economics of 
imperialism, there is often an assumption of a greater affinity between 
Lenin and Bukharin than actually exists. 

The relationship of the text of Lenin's Imperialism to the Hegel 
Notebooks is not immediately apparent and must be excavated. First, it 
must be said that, unlike the essay "Karl Marx" (1914), for example, this 
book does not have a section on dialectics or even one on philosophy. 
Nor does it even mention the issue of dialectics, as Lef ebvre has 
noted.I2 Theref ore the question of its relationship to Lenin's studies of 
Hegelian dialectics lies not in specific ref erences to dialectics or to 

. Hegel; rather, the relationship must be uncovered in an examination of 
the book's form and central arguments. 

Lenin begins with a detailed discussion of the extent of monopoly in 
the contemporary world economy, not only in Germany, but also in 
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other industrialized countries. He notes that this shift from competitive 
to monopoly capitalism occurred around 1900, during the heyday of 
imperialism. He writes that "competition becomes transformed into 
monopoly" ( CW 22:205) and stresses the forceful, even violent character 
of this transformation: "Monopoly hews a path for itself everywhere 
without scruple as to the means, from paying a modest sum to buy off 
competitors, to the American device of employing dynamite against 
them" (CW22:208). For Lenin, instead of monopoly capitalism produc
ing a new "equilibrium," violent competition between monopolies, 
whole industries, and national states increases rather than decreases at 
the same time that production becomes centralized into fewer and 
fewer hands: "Domination, and the violence that is associated with it, 
such are the relationships that are typical of the 'latest phase of capitalist 
development'; this is what inevitably had to result, and has resulted, 
from the formation of all-powerful economic monopolies" ( CW 22:207). 
Lenin writes further: "The old struggle between small and big capital is 
being resumed at a new and immeasurably higher stage of development" 
(CW 22:224). Thus, far from monopoly helping to overcome the social 
conflicts arising from the "anarchy of the market," as was argued by the 
equilibrium theorists, in Lenin's view anarchy and conflict do not 
disappear but return at a higher level once capital becomes more 
centralized. In Lenin's model Marx's crisis theory is upheld rather than 
vitiated by the appearance of monopoly and imperialism. This "highest 
stage of capitalism" is rife with contradiction, conflict, and the possibility 
of self-destruction. 

The key to everything for Lenin is transition, the development of 
monopoly and imperialism out of the old, smaller-scale competitive 
capitalism: "In other words, the old capitalism, the capitalism of free 
competition with its indispensable regulator, the Stock Exchange, is 
passing away. A new capitalism has come to take its place, bearing 
obvious features of something transient, a mixture of free competition 
and monopoly" (CW 22:219). Contrary to Bukharin, whom, as we have 
seen, he accused of holding a concept of "integral imperialism without 
the old capitalism" (CW 29:168), Lenin here conceptualizes a mixture 
of free competition and monopoly as the structure of capitalism in the 
age of imperialism. 

The key point, however-with Lenin here following Hilferding to a 
great extent-is not only concentration within a given industry, such as 
steel, but also the predominance of finance over industrial capital: "It is 
characteristic of capitalism in general that the ownership of capital is 
separated from the application of capital to production . . . .  Imperialism, 
or the domination of finance capital, is that highest stage of capitalism 
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in which this separation reaches vast proportions. The supremacy of 
finance capital over all other forms of capital means the predominance 
of the rentier and the financial oligarch; it means that a small number 
of financially 'powerful' states stand out among all the rest" ( CW 
22:238-39). It is exactly here, however, where the connection of monop
oly to financially powerful states is drawn, states that in 1 9 1 6  were 
engaging in an imperialist war for the purpose of re-dividing the world 
market, that Lenin goes beyond Hilferding, linking economics to poli
tics moreintimately than did the latter. 

Again and again Lenin also criticizes Kautsky's concept of ultra
imperialism. Kautsky, he writes, has 

expressed the opinion that international cartels, being one of the most 
striking expressions of the internationalization of capital, give the hope 
of peace among nations under capitalism. Theoretically, this opinion is 
absolutely absurd, while in practice it is sophistry and a dishonest defence 
of the worst opportuni�m . ... To substitute the question of the form of 
the struggle and agreements (today peaceful, tomorrow warlike, the next 
day warlike again) for the question of the substance of the struggle and 
agreements between capitalist associations is to sink to the role of a 
sophist (CW 22:252-53) 

Far from subscribing to the notion that peace between nation-states is 
more likely under imperialism and monopoly, Lenin argues that the 
reverse is true, because the expanding empires, having virtually absorbed 
all the nonindustrialized world, have nowhere to tum but on each 
other. 

In this sense Kautsky's view is held to be nondialectical and to show 
an insufficient awareness of the contradictory character of social reality. 
Lenin does not make recourse to such Hegelian terminology, however, 
but continues his economic argument "the characteristic feature of the 
period under review is the final partitioning of the globe-final, not in 
the sense that repartition is impossible; on the contrary, repartitions are 
possible and inevitable-but in the sense that the colonial policy of the 
capitalist countries has campkted the seizure of the unoccupied territo
ries on our planet For the first time the world is completely divided up, 
so that in the future only redivision is possible" (CW 22:254). Lenin 
returns again and again to this concept of increased conflict and war 
between imperialist powers for repartition of the globe. Evidently World 
War I is the climax of such a conflict in Lenin's view. 

Although Imperialism has no special section on dialectics, in the 
central and most important section of the book, entitled "Imperialism, 
as a Special Stage of Capitalism," Lenin does make reference to the 
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concept of transformation into opposite, one of  the key categories from 
his "Abstract of Hegel's Science of Logic. " He writes: 

Imperialism emerged as the development and direct continuation of the 
fundamental characteristics of capitalism in general. But capitalism only 
became capitalist imperialism at a definite and very high stage of its 
development, when certain of its fundamental characteristics began to change 
into their opposites, when the features of the epoch of transition from 
capitalism to a higher social and economic system had taken shape and 
revealed themselves in all spheres . . . monopoly is the exo.ct opposite of free 
competition, but we have seen the latter being transformed into monopoly 
before our eyes, creating large-scale industry and forcing out small 
industry. (CW 22:265; emphasis added) 

This passage is crucial in showing the relationship of Lenin's Imperialism 
to his Hegel Notebooks. His reference to charncteristics that change 
into their opposites recalls key passages in his "Abstract of Hegel's Science 
of Logic. " There, as we saw earlier, he had written: "Dialectics is the 
doctrine of the identity of opposites-how they can be and how they 
become-under which conditions they become identical, transforming 
one into the other,-why the human mind must not take these oppo
sites for dead, but for living, conditioned, mobile, transforming one 
into the other. In reading Hegel" ( CW 38: 1  09). This notion of a transfor
mation into opposite as a key charncteristic of dialectics was fundamen
tal to the Hegel Notebooks. 

In Imperialism Lenin seems to employ that dialectical category of 
transformation into opposite, derived from his study of Hegel, to ana
lyze economic data. In Lenin's dialectical analysis of imperialism the 
transition from competitive capitalism to monopoly and imperialism is 
viewed not as a grndualist, evolutionary development but rnther as a 
development through contradiction, through transformation into oppo
site. This explicit use of a category from the Hegel Notebooks does not 
occur in an obscure passage of Lenin's Imperialism. It comes at the 
beginning of "Imperialism, as a Special Stage of Capitalism," a section 
where Lenin sums up his entire argument The use of the dialectical 
category of transformation into opposite precedes almost directly one 
of Imperialism's most crucial passages, Lenin's often-quoted elaborntion 
of the five "basic features" of imperialism: 

(1) the concentration of production and capital has developed to such a 
high stage that it has created monopolies which play a decisive role in 
economic life; (2) the merging of bank capital with industrial capital, and 
the creation, on the basis of this "finance capital," of a financial oligarchy; 
(3) the export of capital as distinguished from the export of commodities 
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acquires exceptional importance; (4) the formation of international 
monopolist capitalist associations which share the world among themselves, 
and (5) the territorial division of the whole world among the biggest 
capitalist powers is completed. (CW 22:266) 

Although many scholars have commented on this passage, few have 
related it to Lenin's discussion of the dialectical concept of transforma
tion into opposite, a discussion that, as we have seen, almost directly 
precedes it in Lenin's text Lenin has stressed that the transition from 
competitive capitalism to monopoly and imperialism is not a gradual 
process but a sudden diremption, since "monopoly is the exact oppo
site of free competition" (CW 22:265). Most of Lenin's five basic features 
of imperialism refer to the greater centralization of capital, but as we 
have seen, in Lenin's concept of imperialism the old conflicts of com
petitive capitalism transform into their opposites and reappear at a 
higher level, where they are even more destructive and destabilizing. 
Thus, although the work confines itself almost entirely to economic 
issues, there is one major reference to the concept of transformation 
into opposite, a key dialectical concept developed in the Hegel Notebooks. 

Finally, there are a few guarded references to another way in which 
Lenin's theory of imperialism is dialectical: national liberation move
ments stand as a dialectical opposite to imperialism. In this sense, a new 
development in capitalism, monopoly and imperialism, engenders a 
new form of opposition, and the Hegelian-Marxian theory of subjectivity, 
contradiction, and negation holds. Before turning to that issue at greater 
length, however, I will examine briefly the massive, preparatory, 
posthumously published Notebooks on Imperialism. 

Notebooks on Imperialism 

In Noiebooks on Imperialism we see more explicit references to, and 
studies of, dialectics. Thus, near the beginning of these notebooks, 
Hegel's Pherwmenology is l isted as a book apparently consulted by Lenin 
(CW 39:3 1 )-but if he made notes on that book they have not been 
published. Notebooks on Imperialism also shows that Lenin kept up some 
Hegel studies even as he began to study imperialism in detail (CW 
39: 1 74). 

Although the work of Luxemburg is not referred to in Imperialism, 
the notebooks show that Lenin devoted more space (7 pages) to his 
summary of her antiwar Junius Pamphlet than to any other single source. 
In a few other cases, such as that of J. A. Hobson's Imperialism ( 1902), the 
summaries are even longer, but it is indicated that these were made by 
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Krupskaya and not Lenin. Bukharin is not discussed, and Hilferding 
gets merely five pages. In general Notebooks on Imperialism contains fur 
briefer entries than the more detailed summaries and reflections in the 
Hegel Notebooks. Was this because Lenin is more interested here in 
recording factual material than in grappling with key concepts? 

There is also quite a bit of material on the national question, ranging 
from extracts from Marx and Engels on that subject to discussions of 
racism and national oppression in the twentieth century, including 
discussions of Blacks in the United States. In fact, the last several 
hundred pages of Notebooks on Imperialism are really not on the econom
ics of imperialism but on the political questions that Lenin largely had 
to leave out of Imperialism. They also contain lengthy discussions of 
racism and national chauvinism inside the socialist movement itself. 
Some of this material consists of extracts from Marx and Engels. Again, 
this material was intended for broader uses than just as preparation for 
Imperialism, which Lenin intended to publish under tsarist censorship. 

In his uncensored article "Imperialism and the Split in Socialism," 
published in 1916 in an exile Bolshevik journal, Lenin recapitulates in 
a briefer format the main theses of Imperialism. Here he also sharpens 
considerably his critique of reformist socialism and his vision of new 
revolutionary opposition inside the imperialist countries: 

Now a "bourgeois labor party" is inevitable and typical in aU imperialist 
countries .... For the trusts, the financial oligarchy, high prices, etc., 
while enabling the bribery of a handful in the top layers, are increasingly 
oppressing, crushing, ruining and torturing the mass of the proletariat 
and the semi-proletariat On the one hand there is the tendency of the 
bourgeoisie and the opportunists to convert a handful of very rich and 
privileged nations into "eternal" parasites on the body of the rest of 
mankind, to "rest on the laurels" of the exploitation ofNegroes, Indians, 
etc., keeping them in subjection with the aid of the excellent weapons of 
extermination provided by modem militarism. On the other hand, there 
is the .tendency of the masses who are more oppressed than before and 
who bear the whole brunt of imperialist war to cast off this yoke and to 
overthrow the bourgeoisie. (CW 23:116) 

Nonetheless, it is not merely the issue of new revolutionary opposition 
in general due to impoverishment and war that is at stake here. For 
Lenin, what emerges is not only a new privileged stratum of workers 
but also a m.Yor contradiction that reveals one of the dialectical oppo
sites of imperialism: the revolutionary "lower and deeper" layers of the 
industrial working class and the unemployed. For if part of the working 
dass also transforms into its opposite, into a labor aristocracy, as a 
whole this new working class under imperialism is hardly characterized 
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by stability and passivity. Instead, the working class becomes differenti
ated into, in Lenin's famous phrase, an "aristocracy of labor" and what 
he considered to be a more revolutionary lower and deeper layer. 

Lenin was late in entering the debate on imperialism raging in 
European Marxism from 1910 to 1914 and involving the major theorists 
of the Second International, such as Kautsky and Hilferding, as well as 
Luxemburg. It appears that he sought in 1914-17 to become not only a 
leading political figure in world Marxism, helping to regroup the revolu
tionary left after the breakup of the Second International, but also a 
leading theorist, not just for Russia but for the world movement As 
Service notes, Lenin discussed mainly Britain and Germany in Imperialism, 
whereas "the bulk of his reading was in German" and "even the note
books have little on Romanov lands."I3 Thus, more than tsarist censor
ship may have kept Lenin from focusing the book on Russia: Russian 
capitalism had not reached the world stage of monopoly and imperialism. 
The path of Lenin's theoretical writings in 1914-17-from notes on 
Hegel, to writings on imperialism and the self-determination of nations, 
and finally, to his theorizing on the state and revolution-was a very 
new one. Not only was it a sharp break with his own past concentration 
on Russia and East Europe, but it was also a break with the mainstream 
of European orthodox social democratic Marxism. 

Unfortunately, discussions of Lenin's work have tended too often to 
separate Imperialism's theorizing not only from Lenin's Hegel Note
books but even from his other writings on the war and especially on the 
self-determination of nations. This is despite the fact that, as I mentioned 
at the beginning of this chapter, Lenin calls attention to these very 
writings in the 1917 preface to Imperialism, saying that they should be 
read alongside Imperialism. That is what I now intend to do. 

Marxism and the National Question to 1914 

There is wide disagreement as to whether Lenin changed his position 
on the national question after 1914. Alfred D. Low, a historian with an 
apparent affinity to Austro-Marxism, writes: "Did Lenin's thought on the 
nationality question undergri any change prior to 1917? There is little 
evidence of it in his writings . . . .  There is, on the whole, a rather striking 
continuity in his thought on this problem up to the Revolution, and 
even beyond it"I4 He also sees no important differences between Lenin 
and Stalin on the national question. Most accounts disagree with Low, 
at least to some extent The noted leftist historian E. H. Carr sees an 
"adjustment of the theory of self-determination after 1914:'15 The French 
sovietologist Helene Carrere d'Encausse goes further, writing that after 
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1914, "the national question took on new importance in his strategy" 
and that "in 1916 his position was profoundly modified�16 However, 
Carr and Carrere d'Encausse tie these changes only to political strategic 
issues, not to the Hegel Notebooks.I' 

I will argue that Lenin's cop.cept of national liberntion was even more 
crucial to his post-1914 concept of the dialectics of revolution in the ern 
of imperialism than was the transformation of competitive capitalism 
into monopoly or of part of the working class into an aristocrncy of 
labor. Earlier, the self-determination of nations had been a "principle" 
for a Bolshevik leader in an old empire ruling over Finland, Poland, 
Ukrnine, and central and east Asian peoples. After 1914 it became for 
Lenin a question not of the Russian Empire alone but of the dialectics 
of world revolution, with implications for the whole of what is today 
termed the Third World. Lenin in his post-1914 writings thus joins in 
his theorizing something that up to then tended to be kept separnte by 
Marxist (and non-Marxist) theorists: the national and the colonial 
questions.IB 

I will also argue that anti-imperialist movements for national libern
tion were to Lenin nothing less than the dialectical opposite of the new 
capitalist stage marked by monopoly and imperialism. In Lenin's view 
part of the Western working class had been "bribed" by the "crumbs" 
from imperialism, especially in Britain, and capitalism thus emerged all 
the stronger after 1900, at least tempornrily. For Lenin, however, it was 
equally true that the new stage contained its own opposite: the revolt 
from both the lower and deeper layer of the working class inside the 
imperialist countries and the still newer revolutionary subject, the 
national liberntion movements. 

To view Lenin's 1914-23 writings on national liberntion in this 
manner, it is first necessary to clear up some of the misconceptions 
surrounding the whole issue of the national question within Marxism. 
It is often claimed, erroneously, that Marx showed little concern for 
anticolonial movements.I9 Marx's work, however, especially in his last 
decade, contains many elements showing that anti-imperialist national 
movements were indeed of major importance for his overnll theory of 
revolution. These later writings call into question the notion, often 
attributed to Marx, of the unitary development of history according to a 
single grnnd universal in which national particularities would be 
completely swallowed up. It is true that, in the Communist Manifesto, 
Marx and Engels write that "the bourgeoisie has through its exploita
tion of the world market given a cosmopolitan charncter to production 
and consumption in every country" and that "the cheap prices of its 
commodities are the heavy artillery with which it batters down all 



136 I Dialectics of Revolution, 19 14-23 

Chinese walls, with which it forces the barbarians' intensely obstinate 
hatred of foreigners to capitulate. "20 But there is no need to read this 
statement, as some have, as necessarily applauding such developments. 
Instead, I suggest that Marx is working in the Hegelian tradition, 
sketching out a particular form of society and thought in an objective 
manner, including its achievements, before launching into a discussion 
of its contradictions and weakness. This type of procedure can be 
observed throughout Hegel's Plummnenolof!:Y. 21 

Some of Marx's other writings show a strong commitment to national 
liberntion. In an often-cited 1 870 letter he describes Irish national 
liberntion as a precondition for the self-emancipation of the British 
working class: 

After studying the Irish question for years I have come to the conclusion 
that the decisive blow against the ruling classes in England (and this is 
decisive for the workers' movement all aver the world) cannot be struck in 
England, but only in Ireland. . . . It is, therefore, the task of the "Inl.l!rnafional" 
to bring the conflict between England and Ireland to the forefront 
everywhere, and to side with Ireland publicly everywhere. The special 
task of the Central Council in London is to awaken the consciousness of 
the English working class that,for them, the natiO'TUJ.l emancipation of Ireland 
is not a question of abstract justice or humanitarian sentiment, but the fint 
condition of their uum social emancipation. 22 

Marx had a similar position toward Polish independence, but here it 
was Engels who expressed himself the most forcefully, this time in an 
1882 critique of those socialists who played down the importance of 
national liberntion: 

Polish socialists who do not place the liberation of their country at the 
head of their program, appear to me as would German socialists who do 
not demand first and foremost repeal of the [ anti)!ocialist law, freedom of 
the press, association and assembly .... It is unimportant whether a 
reconstitution of Poland is possible before the next revolution. We have 
in no case the task to deter the Poles from their effurts to fight for the vital 
conditions of their future development, or to persuade them that national 
independence is a very secondary matter from the international point of 
view. On the contrary, independence is the basis of any common interna
tional action.23 

Engels also critiqued Russian socialists, among whom, he said, "only 
very few . . .  are free from Panslavist leanings or memories."24 

Finally, Marx's last writings, produced during 1872-83, show a 
heightened interest in and sensitivity to what is today termed the Third 
World. In this period Marx wrote his famous drnfts for a letter to the 
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Russian revolutionary Vera Zasulitch.  In the letter he  argues that Russia 
might be able to use its traditional rural common ownership of land as 
"the fulcrum for a social regeneration."25 This type of thinking is also 
seen in his Ethnological Notebooks, 26 which were not published until the 
1970s and therefore unknown to Lenin and his generation. There, 
Marx took up communal peasant and pastoral societies in Australia, 
India, Ireland, and North America, among others. 

Although Marx's Ethnological Notebooks and many of h is other later 
writings on non-Western society remained unpublished and thus were 
for the most part unknown to Lenin's generation of Marxists, h is views 
on self-determination for Poland and Ireland were quite well known. 
Luxemburg maintained that the rise of the national bourgeoisie in 
Poland had rendered Marx's position favoring Polish independence 
outdated. In her lengthy essay "The National Question and Autonomy," 
originally published in 1908, she argues that there was really no national 
question for Marxism, since nations were divided into classes.27 Kautsky 
and the orthodox leadership of the Second International tended toward 
a position midway between that of Marx and Luxemburg: pro forma 
advocacy of national self-determination, but without, as Georges Haupt 
notes, "giving it particular emphasis."28 In a letter to Victor Adler, 
Kautsky is less circumspect, this time explicitly rejecting Marx's positions: 
"On the oriental question as on the Polish question, I am of the opinion 
that the old position of Marx has become untenable ... . It would be 
perfectly non-Marxist to close one's eyes before the facts and to con
tinue to hold to the outmoded point of view of Marx."29 For the 
orthodox leadership, but not for the leftist revolutionary Luxemburg, 
this also meant, over the years, a softening of their attitude toward 
imperialism. Despite Kautsky's bold statements against colonialism in 
his 1909 work, The Road to Power, by 1910 Luxemburg was accusing him 
of censoring her critiques of German imperialism in his capacity as 
editor of Die neue Zeit. 

Besides Lenin's writings on the national question during and after 
the war, the most substantial effort by Marxists of his generation to 
explore this issue, at least with regard to Europe, was that of the 
Austro-Marxist theorists, especially Otto Bauer and Karl Renner. Their 
philosophical ground, however, was fur different from that of Lenin. 
According to Bottomore, "influenced above all by neo-Kantianism and 
by the ideas of Ernst Mach they showed a close affinity, in their general 
outlook and pre-occupations, with the new positivist doctrines which 
later assumed a distinctive form in the Vienna circle:'30 The Austro
Marxists posited a definition of the nation that was not tied to a specific 
geographic territory, or even necessarily to a common language. Bauer 
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writes: "The nation is the totality of human beings bound together 
through a common destiny into a community of character. Through a 
common destiny: this characteristic distinguishes the nation from the 
international character groupings, such as an occupation, a class, or the 
members of a state, which rest upon a similarity, not a community, of 
destiny." He writes further that a nation is "a natural and cultural 
community that is determined by its own destiny."3l He advocated 
national and cultural autonomy for such groups within a multinational 
political order and called for preservation of the "wealth of our national 
cultures," making them into "a possession of the whole nation" (622). 
Socialism would allow the working people to participate fully in national 
life and culture for the first time. 

As early as 1903 the Russian social democratic program referred 
simply and briefly to the "right of self-determination for all nations 
entering into the composition of the state."32 Lenin's writings over the 
next decade were mainly defenses of this position against either the 
Bundists, who favored national and cultural autonomy, or the Luxem
burgists, who opposed national self-determination from a leftist perspec
tive. Until1 91 4  these writings were of a generally formalistic nature. For 
example, in a brief 1903 article, wfhe National Question in Our Program," . 
although supporting the right of self-determination, Lenin wrote that 
"we must subordinate the demand for national self-determination" to 
the "class struggle of the proletariat" ( CW 6:454 ). Later he began to take 
more of an interest in the theoretical debates over the national question. 
As Carrere d'Encausse notes: "In 1912, Lenin reflected at length on the 
writings of the Austro-Marxists and read a great number of works on 
minorities in the Russian empire, especially on the Jews and the 
Ukrainians:'33 During this period he also became more interested in 
the revolutionary movements outside Europe and began to discuss 
them in a series of articles, as can be seen in his 1913 article, "The 
Historical Destiny of the Doctrine of Karl Marx," published on the 
thirtieth anniversary of Marx's death. In this article Lenin refers to 
"revolutions in Turkey, Persia and China" that, he argues, belie the 
reform socialists' notion of gradual and evolutionary change (CW 18:584 ). 
In a well-known article entitled "The Awakening of Asia," also pub
lished in 1913, he writes: "Following the 1905 movement in Russia, the 
democratic revolution spread to the whole of Asia-to Turkey, Persia, 
China" (CW 19: 85). A few weeks later, in his article "Backward Europe 
and Advanced Asia" ( CW 19:99- 1 00), he argues that although Asia was 
in the throes of a democratic revolution, the European bourgeoisie was 
supporting reactionary and traditionalist forces. I should note however 
that f or Lenin at this time, anticolonial movements were part of the 
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"democratic" but not the socialist revolution, thus in need of support by 
socialists but not on a par with the struggles of the working class. Of 
course, according to the MaiXist orthodoxy of the pre-1917 period, 
which Lenin shared, even the impending Russian Revolution was to be 
democratic and bourgeois rather than socialist. In a lengthier piece, 
"Critical Remarks on the National Question" (1913), Lenin opposes the 
notion of an official national language for Russia but attacks equally 
vehemently the "slogan of national culture" as a "bourgeois fraud" (CW 
20:23). After critiquing both the Bund and the Austro-Marxists, he 
concludes: "Marxism cannot be reconciled with nationalism, be it even 
of the 'most just, ' 'purest, ' most refined and civilized brand" (CW 20:34). 

The best-known example of Lenin's writings on the national ques
tion before his Hegel studies and the new situation created by World 
War I is his lengthy article "The Right of Nations to Self-Determination," 
published in the spring of 1914. Here Lenin's critique is focused on 
those who would dismiss the question of national self-determination as 
no longer valid for socialists. Most of the article debates Luxemburg on 
the relationship of the national question to Russia and Eastern Europe. 
Several lengthy sections also take up Marx and Engels on Poland and 
Ireland. Lenin also writes: "Can a nation be free if it oppresses other 
nations? It cannot. The interests of the freedom of the Great-Russian 
population require a struggle against such oppression . . . .  The Great
Russian Black Hundreds34 deliberately foster these prejudices and 
encourage them. The Great-Russian bourgeoisie tolerates or condones 
them. The Great-Russian proletariat cannot achieve its own aims or 
clear the road to its freedom without systematically countering these 
prejudices" (CW 20:413). In the same article, however, while writing of 
"the tasks of national liberation" ( CW 20:432), Lenin, like Kautsky, 
separates himself from Marx's position supporting Polish independence, 
which he argues was outdated due to "the extreme nationalism of the 
Polish petty bourgeoisie" (CW 20:433). He also agrees with Kautsky's 
position that conditions in Ireland had changed greatly since Marx's 
day. 

Lenin on the Dialectics of National Liberation, 1916-17 

In his 1916 review of Luxemburg's antiwar juniw Pamphlet, as shown in 
the previous chapter, Lenin accuses Luxemburg of being only halfway 
dialectical for opposing the war and imperialism while remaining 
e<]ually opposed to all forms of nationalism, including anti-imperialist 
national movements. We also saw that in making this argument, Lenin 
once again refers to the concept of transformation into opposite, which 
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he first developed in his Hegel Notebooks. In addition, although he 
does not refer to this point explicitly, what may also be at issue here and 
elsewhere in Lenin's post- 1914  writings on national liberation is another 
dialectical concept from the Hegel Notebooks: the notion that the 
particular and the universal can exchange places. In this sense, during 
World War I, socialism would be seen as the universal and national 
liberation as a particular. Lenin is accusing his opponents on the 
national question of refusing to see what he had pointed to in his Hegel 
Notebooks as he discussed the syllogism: "From a certain point of view, 
under certain conditions, the universal is the particular, the particular is 
the universal" ( CW 38: 1 77). In this sense, national liberation move
ments can "under certain conditions" become a pathway to socialism. 

In the crucial year 1 9 1 6, the bulk of his published and unpublished 
articles were on the question of national liberation. The first major 
piece is the article "The Socialist Revolution and the Right of Nations to 
Self-Determination, Theses," published in April 1 9 1 6, where for the 
first time Lenin connects the possibility of social revolution with his 
support for national self-determination: "The socialist revolution may 
flare up not only through some big strike, street demonstration or 
hunger riot or a military insurrection or colonial revolt, but also as a 
result of a political crisis such as the Dreyfus Case or the Zabern35 
incident, or in connection with a referendum on the secession of an oppressed 
nation, etc. " (CW 22: 145; emphasis added). He expands this further, 
connecting self-determination with his concept of revolution: "The 
proletariat of the oppressor nations must not confine themselves to 
general, stereotyped phrases against annexation and in favor of the 
equality of nations in general. . . .  The proletariat must demand free
dom of political separation for the colonies and nations oppressed by 
'their own' nation. Otherwise, the internationalism of the proletariat 
would be nothing but empty words" (CW 22: 147-48). This is far beyond 
the formalistic positions of the Second International, including Lenin's 
own pre- 19 14 writings. 

Lenin acknowledges openly that he is not merely repeating old 
concepts, even Bolshevik ones. Old positions "should be supplemented," 
he writes, because of "the particular urgency of this demand under 
imperialism" (CW 22: 1 55). What is still more important is that he is no 
longer confining his debate over self-determination to Russian and 
Eastern European questions, as he did before 19 14: in search of an 
international leftist audience, Lenin published this article not in Russian 
but in German. It discusses the question of self-determination at the 
level of the world revolutionary movement and world imperialism. 

Lenin wrote these theses on national self-determination without 
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giving a concrete example of  a national revolution in the era of modem 
imperialism. Just as his theses came off the press, however, the Easter 
Rebellion broke out in Dublin, and it was taken up a few months later 
in a lengthier article Lenin published in Russian entitled "The Discus
sion of Self-Determination Summed Up." He begins by summarizing 
the views of his opponents: "We are told in reply that 'the right of 
self-determination is not applicable to a socialist society,' " which Lenin 
calls "an attempt to evade political questions" (CW 22:321). He argues 
further that "in transforming capitalism into socialism the proletariat 
creates the possibility of abolishing national oppression" but concludes 
that this becomes a reality only with full national freedom, "including 
complete freedom to secede" (CW 22:325). 

Although he terms his Polish and Dutch opponents "among the best 
revolutionary and internationalist elements in international Social
Democracy," he calls their position opposing the self-determination of 
nations "imperialist economism" (CW 22:348). He notes that these 
opponents, who include the Dutch theorists Anton Pannekoek and 
Herman Gorter, as well as Karl Radek and Luxemburg, are generally 
closer to his positions than are reformists who in his view support 
self-determination only verbally. 

In his discussion of Ireland in this article, Lenin is responding 
especially to Luxemburg's former colleague Karl Radek, by this point a 
Bolshevik, who had dismissed the Easter Rebellion as a "putsch" and 
the Sinn Fein Irish nationalist movement as having "little social backing."36 
Lenin argues: 

The term "putsch," in its scientific sense, may be employed only when the 
attempt at insurrection has revealed nothing but a circle of conspirators 
or stupid maniacs, and has aroused no sympathy among the masses. The 
centuries-old bish national movement, having passed through various 
stages and combinations of class interest . . .  manifested itself in street 
fighting conducted by a section of the urban petty bourgeoisie and a 
section of the workers after a long period of mass agitation, demonstrations, 
suppression of newspapers, etc. Whoever calls such a rebellion a "p�tsch" 
is either a hardened reactionary, or a doctrinaire hopelessly incapable of 
envisaging a social revolution as a living phenomenon. (CW 22:354) 

In this view of social revolution as a living phenomenon Lenin includes 
not only the revolt of the industrial working class but also "revolts by 
small nations in the colonies and in Europe," as well  as peasant revolts 
against landowners. "To imagine that social revolution is conceivable 
without" these new elements outside the industrial working class "is to 
repudiate social revolution," he concludes. 
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It is also here that Lenin, referring explicitly once again to the issue 
of dialectics, sums up briefly what is original and new in his concept of 
national revolution in the era of imperialism: "The dialectics of history 
are such that small nations, powerless as an indeperuknt 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 
proletariat, to make its appearnnce on the scene" ( CW 22:357). Here he 
seems to view the national revolutions as an independent revolutionary 
subject (if not alongside the working class, then certainly "one of the 
bacilli") that helps to bring on the socialist revolution. Lenin's theory of 
imperialism has become dialectical in the sense of pointing not only to 
the economic side of imperialism but also to a a Tl£W revolutionary subject 
arising from within global imperialism: national liberntion movements. 

Lenin's position was distinct not only from those of other contempo
rary Marxists but also from his own earlier writings. As the American 
sovietologist Alfred G. Meyer argues: "Lenin picked up a strand from 
the fabric of Marxist thought which had been forgotten or neglected by 
Marxist theorists in the West, but which was of great importance to 
Marx and Engels themselves. Witness their support of the Irish move
ment of rebellion against England, the Polish movements of liberntion, 
and similar currents in world politics of their day."37 In this sense, as in 
his return to Hegel, Lenin was going back to Marx even as he was 
sharply critiquing contempornry versions of Marxism. 

There is an important body of work, totaling sixty-three pages and 
left unpublished during Lenin's lifetime, wherein he deepened still 
further his critiques of other leftist revolutionaries who disagreed with 
his position on the question of national self-determination. These 
writings against what Lenin termed "imperialist economism" were not 
published in 19 16, in large part because of opposition to his views even 
among fellow leftist revolutionary opponents of the war. Nor were they 
published even after the revolution, despite a speech in 1 9 1 7  where 
Lenin complained of the fact (CW 24 :299). Of course, all that changed 
after Lenin's death, as Stalin moved to finish off his last major opponent, 
Bukharin. Stalin "discovered" and published these articles in 1929 
because they quite sharply criticize Bukharin, by then his rival for 
leadership. 

In these writings Lenin laments that by late 1 9 1 6  Bukharin, ini
tially isolated within Bolshevism on his position against national self
determination, had gained an international following, including Polish 
and Dutch revolutionary internationalists. In their rival "Theses on the 
Right of Self-Determination," the Bukharin group had written the 
following: 
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The imperialist epoch is an epoch of the absorption of small states by the 
large state units and of a constant reshuffling of the political map of the 
world toward a more unifOrm type of state; in the process of this absorp
tion many nations are incorporated into the state system of the victorious 
nations . .. .  The slogan of "self-determination of nations" is first of all 
utopian (it cannot be realized within the limits of capitalism) and harmful 
as a slogan which disseminates iUusions. In this respect it does not differ at 
all from the slogans of the courts of arbitration, of disarmament, etc., 
which presuppose the possibility of so-called "peaceful capitalism."38 

To be sure, the Bukharin group regarded colonial revolts as well
intentioned, but they saw them as illusory in an era when imperialism 
would inevitably triumph over such revolts, which were seen as vestiges 
of precapitalist formations on their way out In such a political-economic 
framework, nationalism could only be reactionary, and the task of 
socialists was simply to promote internationalism. 

In his response Lenin comes close to portraying national liberation 
movements as a form of revolutionary subjectivity as important as the 
labor movement in bringing about revolution, writing of a "combined 
civil war" by both of these forces: 

While the proletariat of the advanced countries is overthrowing the 
bourgeoisie and repelling its attempts at counter-revolution, the undevel
oped and oppressed nations do not just wait, do not cease to exist, do not 
disappear. .. . 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 revolutionary movements, including the national liberation movement, 
in the undeveloped, backward and oppressed nations. Why? Because 
capitalism develops unevenly, and objective reality gives us highly 
developed capitalist nations side by side with a number of economically 
slightly developed or totally undeveloped nations. (CW 23:60) 

In addition, Lenin accuses the Bukharin group of wanting to impose a 
uniform culture and politics of"monotonous gray" on all humanity: ''All 
nations will arrive at socialism . . .  , but all will do so in not exactly the 
same way, each will contribute something of its own to some variety of 
the dictatorship of the proletariat, to the varying rate of socialist transfor
mations in the different aspects of social life. There is nothing more 
primitive from the viewpoint of theory, or more ridiculous from that of 
practice, than to paint, 'in the name of historical materialism,' this aspect 
of the future in monotonous gray" (CW 23:69-70). This article, not 
published until after his death, is the culmination of Lenin's writings on 
national self-determination during the period preceding the Russian 
Revolution. 
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I have shown that the question of the self-determination of nations 
was perhaps the chief source of political controversy between Lenin 
and other internationalist Marxists, including Bolsheviks, during 1915 
and especially 1916. I have also argued that, for Lenin, national libera
tion was, in Hegelian language, the dialectical opposite of the new stage 
of imperialism reached by capitalism as it was transformed into monopoly. 
Although Lenin had for many years articulated a position on the 
national question within Russian and Eastern European Marxism, it was 
hardly at the center of his Marxism. 

In 1916 the question of the self-determination of nations in the ern 
of imperialism did become central for Lenin. During 1914-17 he wrote 
more pages on that than on anything other than Hegel. It is a curious 
picture. We see a public, political Lenin involved in endless disputes 
over the question of national self-determination with his comrades, 
including important theorists who were his political allies, such as 
Bukharin and Luxemburg. The same Lenin, who was the only promi
nent Marxist political leader to study Hegel intensively during this 
period, also developed the concept of a new revolutionary subject, 
national liberation movements, as the dialectical opposite brought onto 
the historic stage by the new stage of imperialism and monopoly. 

Continuation of the Debates over 
National Liberation after the Revolution 

Lenin's discussions of national liberation did not stop after his return to 
Russia in 1917 but continued until  his death. This issue was probably 
the principle cause of his deathbed break with Stalin as they argued 
over the national question in Georgia in late 1922.39 There are literally 
dozens of letters, articles, and speeches devoted entirely or in part to 
national self-determination, discussing its ramifications either inside 
Russia or in the dialectics of world revolution. Although quite a few of 
these statements occurred at the beginning of the revolution, several 
important ones can be found in Lenin's last writings as well. In the 
following discussion I treat these writings as a corpus of theoretical 
ideas. My concern here is not so much their immediate effect on the 
policies of the new Soviet state but rather their broader significance as 
theoretical writings within the Marxist tradition. Thus, the issue of 
whether Lenin actually implemented these concepts in the Soviet 
Union after 1917, or even attempted to do so in a serious way, will be to 
a great extent left aside.40 

In a 1917 speech, arguing against other Bolsheviks such as Bukharin, 
Lenin stated: 
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If Finland, Poland or Ukraine secede from Russia there is nothing bad in 
that. What is wrong with it? Anyone who says that is a chauvinist. One 
must be mad to continue Tsar Nicholas' policy. Didn't Norway secede 
from Sweden? Alexander I and Napoleon once bartered nations, the 
Tsars once traded Poland. Are we to continue this policy of the Tsars? 
This is repudiation of the tactics of internationalism, this is chauvinism at 
its worst. What is wrong with Finland seceding? . . .  Any Russian socialist 
who does not recognize Finland's and Ukraine's right to freedom will 
degenerate into a chauvinist. And· no sophisms or references to his 
"method" will ever help him to justify himself. (CW 24:300-30 1 )  

I n  1919 , as some of these debates continued after the revolution, Lenin 
stated in another speech: "Scratch some Communists and you will find 
Great-Russian chauvinists" (CW 29:194). The other Bolshevik leaders 
and theorists never accepted fully Lenin's position on national self
determination, and they lived to see Stalin use national chauvinism as 
one of his paths to power. 

Especially important were Lenin's "Theses on the National and 
Colonial Questions," which he presented to the 1920 Second Congress 
of the Communist International. In these theses he argues that the 
direct democracy of peasant soviets4I as a form of revolutionary organi
zation have relevance even for precapitalist lands without a significant 
working class. He also asserts forcefully the notion that noncapitalist 
lands do not have to pass through capitalist industrialization before 
moving toward socialism: 

The Communist International's theses should point out that peasants' 
Soviets, Soviets of the exploited, are a weapon which can be employed, 
not only in capitalist countries but also in countries with pre-capitalist 
relations . . . .  The question was posed as follows: are we to consider as 
correct the assertion that the capitalist stage of economic development is 
inevitable fur backward nations now on the road to emancipation . . .  ? 
We replied in the negative . . .  the Communist International should advance 
the proposition, with the appropriate theoretical grounding, that with 
the aid of the proletariat of the advanced countries, backward countries 
can go over to the Soviet system and, through certain stages of development, 
to communism, without having to pass through the capitalist stage. (CW 
3 1 :244) 

Much of this thinking made its way into the founding documents of the 
Comintem. These and other formulations by Lenin were crucially 
important in extending the influence of Marxism and the Russian 
Revolution into the Third World.42 

Finally, in Lenin 's 1922-23 dispute with Stalin, which culminated in 
his famous "Will," he also dictated from his deathbed the following 
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material in an article entitled "The Question of Nationalities or 
Autonomization," which is worth quoting extensively: 

It is said that a united apparatus was needed . . . .  Did it not come from 
that same Russian apparatus which, as I pointed out in one of the 
preceding sections of my diary, we took over from Tsarism and slightly 
anointed with Soviet oil? . . .  It is quite natural that in such circumstances 
the 1reedam to secede from the union" by which we justify ourselves will be a mere 
scrap of paper, unable to defend the non-Russians from the onslaught of 
that really Russian man, the Great-Russian chauvinist . . .  A distinction 
must necessarily be made between the nationalism of an oppressor 
nation and that of an oppressed nation, the nationalism of a big nation 
and that of a small nation . . .  "offended" nationals are not sensitive to 
anything so much as to the feeling of equality and the violation of this 
equality, if only through negligence or jest . . .  political responsibility for 
all this truly Great-Russian nationalist campaign must, of course, be laid 
on Stalin and Dzerzhinsky. (CW 36:605-10; emphasis added) 

Never before had Lenin called the Bolshevik policy on self-determination 
a scrap of paper. Such was an indication of how far he felt Soviet reality 
had moved from his theoretical concept of national liberation. 

As the political theorist Wolfgang Leonhard wrote recently in a 
semiautobiographical analysis of Lenin's legacy: "Again and again I 
found in Lenin clear indications to the effect that national traditions, 
customs, and habits of all of the non-Russian peoples were to be care
fully heeded, and the equality of rights of all people to be realized . . . .  
With Stalin, in contrast, the formation of the USSR in December 1922 
was the supposed proof that the national question in the USSR was 
solved for all time. To be sure, the notion of the possible secession 
of a union republic would be viewed as only 'bourgeois nationalism' 
or complete 'treason.' "43 Lenin's concept of national liberation is one 
of his most important theoretical achievements, one that placed him far 
ahead of his time. 

Not until the 1950s and the rise of a new Third World would the 
themes raised by Lenin on this subject be taken up again and developed 
further, this time by writers such as Frantz Fanon;44 this development 
makes these writings of Lenin especially relevant for today. I am not 
arguing that Lenin was fully aware of the Third World revolutions that 
were to emerge especially after World War II. Although he did not 
recognize Asian anticolonial revolutions as a factor totally independent 
from the Western labor movement, and although he certainly devoted 
little specific attention to Africa, he anticipated nonetheless the new 
stage of the Third World, especially in Asia, far more than any other 
Marxist theorist of his time. Although he may have thought Germany to 
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be more important than Asia as long as that country seethed with 
revolution, and apparently thought little about Africa or Latin America, 
he did, in the midst of World War I and the Irish Revolution, conceive 
of a new revolutionary subject anticolonial revolution. In sum, soon 
after his Hegel studies Lenin comes to treat national liberation as a 
decisive dialectical opposite of imperialism. In taking this position he 
stands alone among the Marxist theorists of his time. 

Nonetheless, there are serious flaws in Lenin's concept of national 
liberation. First, he continued to reject the notion of cultural autonomy. 
In so limiting the choices for oppressed nationalities to secession or 
participation in a unitary state, Lenin closed off avenues that might 
have been explored and undercut the liberatory force of much of his 
argument. Second, he never fully applied the concept to areas under 
Soviet control, such as Ukraine, Central Asia, or the Caucasus. Third, 
and most important, his concept of a centralized vanguard party, which 
soon after' 1 9 1 7  became the basis for a one-party state, tended to vitiate 
the whole notion of self-determination. For example, after 1 9 18 the 
Ukrainian Communist party was subordinated to the Russian party, and 
soon thereafter the same thing happened in Central Asia and, by 192 1-
22, in the Caucasus. 

At an international level, the Comintem soon adopted similar centralist 
organizational principles, as in the famous twenty-one conditions for 
membership. If Ukrainian or Chinese Communists were under the 
discipline of the centralized, Russian-dominated Comintem, what then 
was the real content of point eight, which "ordered" all parties to 
support movements for national liberation? What was the decentraliz
ing content of the right of self-determination when the world revolu
tion was supposed to be led by a group of parties under Moscow's 
discipline based on those very specific twenty-one conditions? This last 
problem arose in large part because, although Lenin reorganized his 
thinking after 1914 in several important areas, his notion of the van
guard party was not among them. I return to this problem in the next 
chapter, where Lenin's concept of the party is shown to have seriously 
undermined the liberatory content of his notions of the state and revo
lution and of soviet power. 



6 

State and Revolution: 

Subjectivity, Grassroots Democracy, 
and the Critique of Bureaucracy 

Most commentators agree that Lenin's 1 9 17-18 writings on the state 
and revolution mark a break with his earlier theorizing. The American 
sovietologist Adam Ulam calls the book Stole and Revolution "a straight
fmward profession of anarchism" and writes that "no work could be 
more un- representative of its author's political philosophy."! Ulam is 
also scandalized by the book's rndicalism, its talk of "smashing" the state. 
Another American sovietologist, Robert V. Daniels, who is more aware 
of various trends within Marxism than is Ulam, nonetheless considers 
Stole and Revolution to be a utopian work, one that he holds to be "a 
monument to the author's intellectual deviation during the year of 
revolution, 1 9 1 7."2 He writes further: "Stole and Revolution, the most 
developed product of Lenin's thought in 1 9 1 7, stands in sharp con
trast to the main substance of 'Leninism' expressed previously and 
subsequently. This is suggested by the fact that in State and Revolution 
the 'party' in the abstract, as an element in the theory of the revolution
ary process, is mentioned exactly once, and then only obliquely:'3 These 
writers do not connect Stole and Revolution to the Hegel Notebooks, as 
have some Marxist commentators. 

Dunayevskaya argues that an essentially Hegelian methodology under
lies Stole and Revolution. Lenin, she writes: "concluded that above all, a 
Marxist would have to answer: organization of the proletariat for what 
purpose? His mind working dialectically, Lenin now approaches the prob
lem from two levels: ( 1 )  the real and (2) the ideal springing from the 
real."4 She sees this as a change, a reorganization of Lenin's thought: 
"Now the big break was to be with his own past" ( 189). She connects this 
to the major theses of Stole and Revolution.· "Basing himself on Marx's 
concept that 'centralized state power, with its ubiquitous organs of stand
ing army, police, bureaucrncy, clergy and judicature-are organs wrought 
after the plan of a systematic and hiernrchic division of labor,' Lenin 
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now saw that the need of his time was to destruy bureaucratism. . . .  That 
now became the key to his theory and his practice. It was a new organiza
tion of thought in the true Hegelian-Mandan manner" ( 191) .  This reorga
nization of thought meant a radical concept of working-class democracy 
based on the soviets, a form of direct working-class and peasant democ
racy that first emerged in the 1905 revolution and that reappeared on 
an even wider scale in 1 9 1 7: "Lenin put his theoretical emphasis on 
the concept of all, 'to a man,' to run their own lives. 'No police, no army, 
no officiaMom. Every worker, every peasant, every toiler, every one who is 
exploited, the whole population to a man.' That was Lenin' !I vision and 
that is what he aimed at in practice. The masses, to Lenin, were not a 
'means' to reach an 'end,' socialism. Their self-activity is socialism" ( 1 92). 
A somewhat similar argument is made by the French Marxist sociologist 
Michael Lowy, who writes that Lenin's break with his past in 1 9 1 7  cen
tered on his abandonment of "pre-dialectical Marxism," with its "fixed 
and abstract principle that 'the Russian Revolution can only be a bour
geois one- Russia is not economically developed enough for a social
ist revolution.' " Lowy argues that Lenin made this break after having 
made a "materialist reading of Hegel."5 

A. J.  Polan, a British political theorist, takes a different tack, arguing 
that Lenin's "utopian" politics in State and Revolution, which was rooted 
in the Russian radical intellectual's "enthusiasm" for Hegel rather than 
Kant, is ultimately "totalitarian.'' According to Polan, who prefers Kant 
to Hegel and Max Weber to Marx, State and Revolution is not in contra
diction with official Leninism or even Stalin's purges, because Lenin's 
advocacy of direct democracy through workers' councils and soviets lacks 
"a theory of political institutions" with checks and balances and well
mganized political parties. This results in "an absence of politics" that 
Polan thinks leads to totalitarianism.6 Polan tends to assume liberal par
liamentary democracy with a free-market economy as the only pos
sible form of democracy in a technologically advanced society. He writes 
that there are dangerous totalitarian trends as well in the Frankfurt 
School's critique of bureaucracy, which is based on a reading of Weber 
"polluted by Leninism" (99). It flows from Polan's argument that any 
leftist radical theory arguing for the transcendence of capitalism will 
also be "totalitarian." Presumably other forms of totalitarianism would 
include Marx's writings on the Paris Commune, Luxemburg's concept 
of revolutionary democracy, Anton Pannekoek's notion of a socialist 
democracy based on workers' councils, or even the ideas proposed in 
France in May and June 1968. Such an external critique can give us 
only a limited view of the context or the problematic of Lenin's State 
and Revolution. 7 
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Colletti argues that a radical concept of democracy can be found 
in Lenin's "critique of parliament, i.e., of liberal or bmugeois democracy." 
Lenin's State and Revolution, he writes, "is a critique of the anti-demo
cratic nature of parliament-a critique made in the name of that in
finitely 'fuller' (and hence qualitatively different) democracy, the de
mocracy of the soviets, the only democracy that deserves the name of 
socialist democracy."8 Critics such as Polan dismiss all types of democracy 
other that of representative democracy under capitalism. In what follows 
I will take seriously Lenin's notion of a soviet republic instead of as
suming, as do many of Lenin's liberal critics, that such a system is either 
impractical or inherently totalitarian. 

Lenin unquestionably considered State and Revolution to be his most 
important theoretical achievement For example, in 19 18 he wanted it 
to be translated into Western European languages before any of his 
other theoretical works (CW 44: 160). A year earlier he was so deter
mined to develop and present it as the ground for a revolution he 
saw coming on the horizon not only in Russia but also elsewhere in 
Europe that he made the following request of the Bolshevik leader L. 
B. Kamenev: "Erdre nous: if they do me in, I ask you to publish my 
notebook: 'Marxism and the State' (it got left behind in Stockholm) . . . .  I 
think it could be published after a week's work. I believe it to be impor
tant, because not only Plekhanov, but also Kautsky have bungled things" 
(CW 36:454). That was July 19 17, and Lenin was on the run, fu.cing prose
cution for treason during the anti-Bolshevik hysteria gripping Russia 
at that time. The liberal provisional government was whipping up patri
otic sentiment against the Bolsheviks because of their antiwar stance, 
even accusing Lenin of being a German agent. While hiding in a rural 
area of Finland across the border from Petrograd, Lenin had the manu
script sent from Stockholm and finished the work by September. 

Like Imperialism, the book State and Revolution was not intended for 
only a Russian audience, and it is certainly not focused narrowly on 
the immediate political situation on the eve of the revolution. Rather, 
it is Lenin's summation of his concept of revolution. The timing of the 
work also shows Lenin's preoccupation with theoretical issues even in 
the midst of 1 9 1 7. As Neil Harding notes, challenging the commonly 
held view of Lenin as party man first, last, and always: 

Perhaps the most puzzling and inexplicable period of Lenin's life, from 
the standpoint of those . . .  who would have us believe that he was pre
f:!minently an instinctive practical politician, are his activities during the 
turbulent months following the downfall of the autocracy in February 
1 9 1 7  . . . . Instead of devoting his time to political wheeler-dealing to 
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achieve immediate tactical advanta� t o  his party in Russia, he concen
tr.lted his energies on an almost academic, exhaustive study of Mant and 
En�ls on the question of the state with a view to outlining the long
term str.ltegic objectives of the global socialist revolution.9 

Referring to Bukharin's articles in 1 9 1 6  on Marxism and the state, 
Harding also writes that we must acknowledge "how important an influ
ence Bukharin's ideas had upon Lenin in the first six months of 1 9 1 7" 
(94), the very period in which State and Revolution was written. Harding 
also mentions two major areas where Lenin went beyond Bukharin: 
"The problems which Bukharin did not answer and which Lenin took 
as centtal in The State and Revolution were, in the first place, was there 
guidance in the writings of Marx and Engels for deciding the point at 
which the state could be dispensed with and, secondly, was there any 
firm advice on the form of association with which to replace it?" ( 1 1 7). 
As Lenin's ideas developed in 1 9 1 7, the soviets of workers, soldiers, and 
peasants came theoretically to replace the state, giving his theory of 
the state an element of subjectivity missing in Bukharin's articles. In 
addition, Lenin's analysis of some of Marx's key writings on the state 
gives his book greater depth and generalizability. 

In his article "The Imperialist Robber State" ( 19 16), Bukharin cri
tiques the prevailing Marxist orthodoxy of the Second International: 
"it is quite erroneous to seek the distinction between the socialists and 
anarchists in the fuct that the former are supporters and the latter oppo
nents of the state." IO Bukharin also writes that the modern state grows 
in power, bringing all other institutions under a single authority: 

In this mzy there is fUT'TMd a �  all-embracing urganizmWn, a 'TfllJdem imperioli.st 
robber state as an all-puwerfid organization of the ruling bourgeoisie, with innu
merable functions and gigantic power, both spiritual (various methods 
of fooling people: religion, the press, the school, etc.) and material (the 
police, army). This power penetiates into all pores of finance-capitalist 
society and puts its peculiar specific stamp upon our time. And we see 
here the dialectics of history: the state, which was at jiTSt the only organiza
tion of the ntling class, i5 turned into an mganization that exists siM fry side with 
otheTS in ordEr to turn back into a single organization which has absorbed into 
itself all othen. Such is the modern monster, the modern leviathan of 
statehood. ( 106) 

Bukharin concludes that under the pressure of war, the workers will 
initially become patriotic, but that in the end, once its violence and 
destructiveness become clearer, they will rise up against the modem 
leviathan state. 

Whereas Bukharin's writings stress objective fuctors such as the cen-
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tralization of the state, the future Council Communist Pannekoek's 
writings, which Lenin also studied in this period, give greater stress to 
subjective factors, such as working-class consciousness and self-activity. 
fu his 1 9 1 2  dispute with Kautsky over revolutionary tactics, Pannekoek 
attacks the latter for referring to unorganized (nonunionized) workers 
as "motley masses." Pannekoek argues that what is most important is 
not formal membership in a union or a party but rather "the spirit 
of organization,"ll the sense of being bound together in the quest 
for a "new humanity" (59). He writes further that "irrespective of all 
assaults upon the external forms of association, the masses in which 
this spirit dwells will always regroup themselves in new organizations" 
(57). Pannekoek also attacks Kautsky for wanting socialists merely to take 
over the state: "The struggle of the proletariat is not simply a struggle 
with the bourgeoisie over the state power as object, but a struggle against 
state power . . .  the content of this revolution is the destruction of the 
instruments of power of the state and their dislodgement [Aujliisung] 
with the aid of the instruments of power of the proletariat . . .  The strug
gle ceases only when, as the end result of it, the state organization is 
completely destroyed." l2  Lenin identifies strongly with these passages 
from Pannekoek. 

Lenin was influenced by both Bukharin and Pannekoek. There are, 
however, important differences between their work and his. First, nei
ther Bukharin nor Pannekoek had any interest in Hegelian dialectics, 
both tending toward a "scientific materialist" position.l3 Second, whereas 
Bukharin and Pannekoek focused on the need to concretize Marxist the
ory in the light of new developments, Lenin also wanted to rethink 
Marxist theory in a more fundamental way, by going back to key theo
retical texts to look at how established Marxism had failed the test of 
1 9 14. Earlier, as we saw, this had taken him to a direct study of Hegel. 
At this point he made a formal exegesis of Marx's Critique of the Gotha 
Program and Civil War in France, texts that had been consigned to near
oblivion even by the leftist radicals of the Second International. Duna
yevskaya writes: "As he had 'lived' with the Science of Lngic in the writing 
of Imperialism, so now he re-created Marx's Civil War in France . . . as 
State and Revolution. "14  

Third, whereas Bukharin wrote ofthe leviathan state, Lenin (although 
not in the book State and Revolution itself) in 1 9 1 7-18 wrote more on 
the soviets, the subjective element that was to challenge and replace 
the bourgeois state. Although he does not refer to the Hegel Notebooks, 
Harding points to the dialectical character of Lenin's analysis of imperi
alism and the state: "Lenin's projections were, in a way, intensely theo
retical or dialectical. Throughout his writings in the period 19 16-17 
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one encounters the central theme that capitalism in its imperialist phase 
not only carried the parasitism of the state machine to its highest pos
sible extent, it also simultaneously created the conditions for the tran
scendence of the state as such. It was, for Lenin, a dialectical act of 
faith that, locked within imperialism, existing in inverted furm admittedly, 
were the very structures through which capitalism and the state were 
to be transcended."l5 Harding also writes of Lenin's "promethean conce
ption" of the human being as the subject of history and connects this 
to the "vision" that "Marx had espoused in the 1844 Manuscripts" ( 123). 
Although Lenin had read Hegel, however, he never read Marx's 1844 
Manuse1ipts. It is therefore more l ikely that the link to the young Marx 
is an indirect one: Lenin's stress on soviets, on democracy from below, 
and on mass action in his 1 9 1 7-18 writings is a key link to his Hegel 
Notebooks, where he had given great stress to subjectivity as well as 
objectivity, something highly unusual for the Marxism of his time, but 
something that was more evident in the writings of the young Marx. 

Although Lenin emphasizes subjectivity in his 1 9 17-18 writings, he 
also de-emphasizes the type of economic analysis that was typical of 
the Second International. Robert Service observes this with regard to 
the 1 9 1 7  "April Theses," but the comment could also apply to Lenin's 
whole corpus of writings that year: "Most surprisingly, Lenin made no 
mention of the organization of industry under the proposed socialist 
regime . . . .  Nothing about central planning, except for a very general 
plea fur soviet control 'over social production and exchange of products.' 
. . .  He focused on politics and on the soviets as the center of political 
life." l6 

Although Lenin never makes an  explicit reference to Hegel i n  his 
1917-18 writings on the state and revolution, he does occasionally men
tion dialectics. Let us now turn to that book, Stme and Revol:uJ:iun, subtitled 
The Marxist 17umy of the Sink and the Truks of the Proletariat in the Revolution. 

State and Revolution 

The bulk of State and Revolution is concerned with close textual analysis 
of two of Marx's works, TIIA Civil War in France and Critique of the Gotha 
Program, both written after the Paris Commune of 1871 .  In TIIA Civil 
War in France Marx sets out his view of the achievements of the Paris 
Commune and in so doing presents a vision of socialism as a form of 
direct self-rule by working people. Not only does the domination of 
capital need to be thrown off, Marx writes, but the bourgeois state also 
needs to be destroyed: "the working class cannot simply lay hold of the 
ready-made state machinery, and wield it for its own purposes." l7 He 
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includes a fairly detailed critique of the modem state, "with its ubiqui
tous organs of standing army, police, bureaucracy, clergy, and judicature" 
(328). The goal of the commune was "to supersede . . .  class rule itself' 
(33 1 )  and to create a classless society. Marx points to "the suppression of 
the standing army, and the substitution for it of the armed people" 
(33 1 ) . He writes that the commune's concept of radical democracy also 
included ( 1 ) direct and immediate recall of representatives by their 
constituents, (2) the notion that all "public services had to be done at 
workmen's wages" (33 1 ), and (3) in many cases, the takeover and manage
ment of the factories by the workers. Marx concluded that the com
mune was "the political form at last discovered under which to work out 
the economic emancipation of labor" (334). 

In Criti'{LW of the Gotha Prop;ram ( 1875) Marx develops a concept of 
revolutionary organization and of what he views as the socialist future. 
He does so in the course of a sharp critique of a compromise program 
worked out in Germany by his own followers and those of his chief 
German rival, the statist socialist leader Ferdinand Lassalle. Whereas 
the Gotha Program called for "fair distribution of the proceeds of 
labor,"IB Marx writes of two phases beyond capitalism. In the first phase, 
the "revolutionary dictatorship of the proletariat" (95), everyone is 
required to work, and workers are paid according to the use value of 
their labor time. In the second phase, society becomes a free association 
of producers sharing the proceeds of everyone's labor, and the division 
between mental and manual labor has been overcome: "In a higher 
phase of communist society, after the enslaving subordination of the 
individual to the division of labor, and thereby also the antithesis be
tween mental and physical labor, has vanished; af ter labor has become 
not only a means of life but life's prime want; after the productive forces 
have also increased with the all-round development of the individual, 
and all the springs of common wealth flow more abundantly-only 
then can the narrow horizon of bourgeois right be crossed in its entirety 
and society inscribe on its banners: From each according to his abilities, 
to each according to his needs" (87). This is one of Marx's best-known 
descriptions of socialism. 

Marx also hits out sharply at the Gotha Program's Lassallean formula
tion that in relation to the working class, "all other classes are only one 
reactionary mass" (88). He refers in particular to the peasantry and 
accuses Lassalle of alliances with the landowning classes. Marx critiques 
as well the program's notion that the workers' movement would strive 
for self-emancipation "within the framework of the present-day national 
state" (89), claiming that this is a move away from internationalism. In a 
passage that was very important to Lenin, Marx reacts particularly 
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forcefully to the program's goal of a "free state" (94): "It is by no means 
the aim of the workers . . .  to set the state free" (97). 

The Civil War in France and Critique of the Gotha Program include some 
of Marx's most important descriptions of socialism, but these texts were 
not given much emphasis by the Second International, in large part 
because they would have questioned what had by the tum of the 
century become the orthodox notion of socialism, which, in the writ
ings of theorists such as Kautsky and Hilferding, emphasized the taking 
over of the capitalist state to improve the lot of the workers through 
central economic planning. 

Throughout his discussion in Stafi! and Revolution of these and other 
texts, Lenin focuses on a single problem: Marx's view in The Civil War in 
France that the old capitalist state must be "smashed" and not "taken 
over" by the socialist revolution. Lenin paraphrases Marx: "all previous 
revolutions perfected the state machine, whereas it must be broken, 
smashed" (CW 25: 411). Nor is Lenin forgetting his earlier studies of 
Hegel, for he calls Marx's view the product not only of "a rich knowl
edge of history" but also of "a profound philosophical conception of the 
world" (CW 25:412; emphasis added). The age of imperialism, with its 
monopoly capitalism and even greater centralized planning, had cre
ated what Lenin termed "the process of transformation of monopoly 
capitalism into state-monopoly capitalism" (CW 25 :387), which meant a 
strengthened state machine ruling over the workers: "Imperialism-the 
era of bank capital, the era of gigantic capitalist monopolies, of the 
development of monopoly capitalism into state-monopoly capitalism-has 
clearly shown an extraordinary strengthening ofthe 'state machine' and 
an unprecedented growth in its bureaucratic and military apparatus in 
connection with the intensification of repressive measures against the 
proletariat both in the monarchical and in the freest, republican countries" 
(CW 25:415). Lenin did not advocate taking over such a state machine. 

He was talking about a political system based on direct mass self-rule 
by peasants and workers, which was itself a transition to the complete 
"withering away of the state": "All officials, without exception, elected 
and subject to recall at any time, their salaries reduced to the level of 
ordinary 'workmen's wages,' these simple and 'self-evident' democratic 
measures, while completely uniting the interests of the workers and the 
majority of the peasants, at the same time setve as a bridge leading from 
capitalism to socialism" (CW 25:426). Basing himself on Marx's Civil War 
in France, Lenin here is talking about the abolition of parliamentarianism 
in favor of rule by the new institutions spontaneously created by the 
Russian peasants and workers in 1905 and 1917: the soviets. 

Lenin begins now to debate not tactics but goals, and he has in mind 
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not goals in the ordinary empiricist meaning of that word but rather a 
vision of what a classless society might look like, based on experiences 
of actual mass revolutions. Beginning in 1914, by studying Hegel and 
then discussing first imperialism and national liberation and then the 
state and revolution, Lenin gradually arrives at new views of fundamen
tal questions. Rather than focusing on reform versus revolution or 
which groups, such as the peasantry, are in fact revolutionary, Lenin 
now centers the debate on a new concept of mass self-activity, on a new 
vision of what both revolution and a new society look like. As Colletti 
writes: "Lenin's polemic is not directed against those who do not wish 
for the seizure of power. The object of his attack is not reformism. On the 
contrary, it is directed against those who wish for the seizure of power 
but not for the destruction of the old State as well. The author he aims 
at is Kautsky. But not, let it be clear, the Kautsky who was to emerge after 
1917 . . .  but rather the Kautsky of the writings devoted to the struggle 
against opportunism: the Kautsky who wants revolution, and yet does not 
want the destruction of the old state machine." l9  The key here is far 
more than Lenin's opposition to Kautsky's refOrmism beginning in 
1914. Lenin is also rethinking his support of Kautsky's earlier writings, 
some of which, like The Rnad to Power (1909), were quite leftist and yet 
did not speak of the actual destruction of the state. 

A year later a very similar concept of direct, or council, democracy 
was posed in Germany by Luxemburg, who made it clear that she 
based her concept on the experience of the Russian Revolution. In 
her speech in the last days of 1 9 1 8  to the founding convention of 
the new German Communist party, she attacked "that which has so 
long been the official Marxism of the social democracy" and pointed 
to the emergent "workers and soldiers councils" in Germany for 
which "the Russian Revolution created the first watchwords for the 
world revolution."20 Such references to council versus parliamentary 
democracy cannot be found in her earlier writings; they were seemingly 
influenced by some of Lenin's formulations in 19 1 7-18. None of 
this, however, stopped Luxemburg from also criticizing the Bolshe
viks sharply on the question of democracy, as will be shown a bit 
later. 

In State and Revolution Lenin proposes the following type of revolu
tionary government in transition to a nonstate: 

The workers, after winning political power, will smash the old bureau
cratic apparatus, shatter it to its very foundations and raze it to the 

• ground; they will replace it by a new one, consisting of the very same 
workers and other employees, against whose tl'ansfurmation into bureau-
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crats the measures will at once be taken which were specified in detail by 
Marx and Engels: ( 1 )  not only election, but also recall at any time, (2) pay 
not to exceed that of a workman; (3) immediate introduction of control 
and supe1vision by all, so that all may become "bureaucrats" for a time, 
and that, therefore, nobody may be able to become a "bureaucrat" (CW 
25:486) 

He also acknowledges that when in "opposing Kautsky, Pannekoek 
came out as one of the 'Left Radical' trend which also included 
Luxemburg, Radek and others," the latter group "represented Marxism" 
in their sharp debates with Kautsky and Bebel around 19 10-12 (CW 
25:488-89). This is again an implicit self-critique, since he had not 
taken sides in this mcyor dispute. 

He explicitly takes issue with Kautsky's opposition to so-called primi
tive democracy: 

Under socialism much of "primitive" democracy will inevitably be revived, 
since, for the first time in the history of civilized society, the mass of the 
population will rise to taking an independent part, not only in voting and 
elections, but al5o in the everyday administration of the state. Under socialism 
aJ1 will govern in tum and will soon become accustomed to no one 
governing. Let us learn revolutionary boldness from the Communards; 
let us see in their practical measures the outline of really urgent and 
immediately possible measures, and then, following this road, we shall 
achieve the complete destruction of bureaucracy. The possibility of this 
destruction is guaranteed by the fact that socialism will shorten the 
working day, will raise the people to a new life, will create such conditions 
for the majarity of the population as will enable everybody, without exception, 
to perform "state functions," and this will lead to the complete withering 
away of every form of state in general. ( CW 25:494) 

Many of these conceptions were also elaborated beforehand in the one 
hundred pages of material constituting Lenin's notebooks that were 
published under the title Marxism on the State. Written in January and 
February 1 9 1 7, these notebooks that form Marxism on the State are far 
briefer than those on imperialism and the national question or those 
on Hegel. They are also much closer to the final text of State and 
Revolution than are the Notebooks on Imperialism to the book Imperialism. 
There are, however, some key formulations that were not included in 
the published State and Revolution. Among these are Lenin's discussions 
of changes in the European labor movement after 1 87 1 ,  which seem to 
show once again the use of his Hegel-derived concept of"transformation 
into opposite , "  although he does not use the term explicitly here. In 
this case he is describing the transformation of capitalism into state-
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monopoly capitalism and imperialism and of the labor and socialist 
movements into a "bureaucracy." He writes: 

Changes after 1 87 1 ?  They are all such, or their general nature or 
their sum is such, that bureaucracy has euerywhere soared (both in 
parliamentarianism, within it, -in local self-government, in the joint
stock companies, in the trust and so on). That is the first thing. 
And second: the workers' "socialist" parties have, by �. "grown into" 
a similar bureaucracy. The split between the social patriots and the 
internationalists, between the reformists and the revolutionaries has, 
consequently, a still more profound significance: the reformists and 
the social-patriots ''Peifect" the bureaucratic state machine . . .  while 
the revolutionaries must "smash " it, this "bureaucratic-military state 
machine, " smash it, replacing it by the "Commune, " a -new "semi
state:'21 

This passage, which shows more fully the connection between Lenin's 
study of imperialism and his work on the state, was not developed for 
inclusion in State and Revolution. 

Most important to his future theoretical work on the state and 
revolution was Lenin's brief reference in his notebooks to the soviets: 
"One could perhaps express the whole thing in a drastically abbreviated 
fashion as follows: the replacement of the old ('ready made') state machine 
and of parliaments by Soviets of Worker:s' Deputies and their mandated tkkgates. 
This is the essence of it!" (51 ).22 This is apparently the first reference in 
Lenin's post- 1 9 1 4  writings to the need to reestablish the soviets, origi
nally created by the workers during the 1905 revolution. Smashed by 
the government after 1905 and largely ignored even by Marxist theorists 
afterward, they were to reemerge in the 1 9 1 7  revolution. The British 
Marxist Marian Sawer concludes that "this theoretical leap by Lenin in 
January-February 1 9 1 7 was in no rroy connected with the re-emergence 
of the soviet movement in Russia�· since Lenin's statement anticipated 
the outbreak of revolution in 1 9 1 7 by some weeks.23 Although the 
kernel of Lenin's 1 9 1 7  concept of soviet power may be already indi
cated here in his notebooks, such a brief and somewhat tentative 
reference in notebooks of over one hundred pages does not yet show us 
how central the soviets were to become in Lenin's thinking a few weeks 
later, once they reemerged.24 Nevertheless, Sawer is correct when she 
points to the essentially theoretical nature of Lenin's writings on the 
soviets in 1 9 1 7. It was fur more than sloganeering or even a political 
program: his analysis of the soviets was at the core of a body of 
theoretical writings which was intended for a world Marxist audience, 
not only a Russian one. 
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Finally, Lenin clarifies some of his differences with Bukharin on 
Marxism and the state in these notes. Lenin's marginal notes on Bukharin's 
article include many question marks and phrases like "wrong, incomplete.• 
Whereas Bukharin tends to see undifferentiated totalities-the levia
than state, the proletariat crushed, imperialism dominant-Lenin's dia
lectic focuses on the contradictions in each sphere. Thus the new state for 
Lenin engenders a new type of revolt the working class becomes 
differentiated into a labor bureaucracy and an aristocracy of labor on 
the one side and the rank-and-file workers on the other, and modem 
imperialism calls forth new forms of national revolution, from Ireland 
to India. Whereas Bukharin becomes most specific on the new structures 
of power and domination, Lenin becomes most specific on the new 
fbrms of revolt and new forms of organization that revolutionary upheavals 
had developed in 187 1  and 1905 and were developing in 1 9 1 7. 

Lenin's new vision is soon developed further. It is sketched out in 
several important pamphlets, as well as innumerable speeches and 
articles from the day Lenin returned to Russia in April 1 9 17. I now tum 
to a discussion of some of the most important of these. They are in a 
sense the unfinished part of State and Revolution, whose manuscript 
breaks off just as Lenin is about to discuss 1 905 and 1 9 17. Lenin's 
concluding postscript of November 30, 1 9 17, reads: ''It is more pleasant 
and useful to go through the 'experience of the revolution' than to write 
about it" (CW 25 :497). 

The New Vision of Revolution: 
Letters, Speeches, and Pamphlets, 191 7- 18 

Although the theoretical ground for Lenin's 19 17-18 writings i n  terms 
of their relationship to Marx and Engels and their critique of estab
lished Marxism is contained in State and Revolution, the vision of a new 
society with totally new human relations touched on in the book is 
greatly expanded in these mcyor speeches and pamphlets. Taken together 
with State and Revolution, they give us many indications of what Lenin 
would no doubt have written had he been able to finish the book with 
chapters on the 1905 and March 1 9 1 7  revolutions. 

Mter the outbreak of revolution on March 8, 1 9 17,25 Lenin's most 
immediate statement on revolution is found in "Letters from Afar." 
Totaling forty-five pages and some never published during his lifetime, 
the letters were written between the March revolution and his depar
ture for Russia a few weeks later. By the third letter Lenin begins 
forcefully to express the type of ideas found in State and Revolution. That 
these ideas constituted a change in Lenin's thinking is shown by the 
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Petrograd Bolsheviks' decision not to publish this letter in Pro:vda. They 
in fact were taking a position opposite to Lenin's, seeking posts for 
Bolsheviks in the provisional government The crucial passage from the 
third letter reads: 

Organization is the slogan of the moment But to confine oneself to that 
is to say nothing, for, on the one hand, organization is always needed; 
hence, mere reference to the necessity of "organizing the masses" explains 
absolutely nothing. On the other hand, he who confines himself solely to 
this becomes an abettor of the liberals, for the very thing the liberals want 
in order to strengthen their rule is that the workers slwuld not go beyond 
their ordinary "legal" . . .  organizations, i.e., that they should only join their 
party, their trade union, their cooperative society, etc. 

Guided by their class instinct, the workers have realized that in 
revolutionary times they need not only ordinary, but an entirely dif
ferent organization. They have rightly taken the path indicated by the 
experience of our 1905 Revolution and of the 1871  Paris Commune; 
they have set up a Soviet of Worker.s' Deputies: they have begun to develop, 
expand and strengthen it by drawing in soldiers' deputies and, undoubt
edly, deputies from rural wage- workers and then (in one form or another) 
from the entire peasant poor . . .  

It might be asked: What should be the function of the Soviets of 
Workers' Deputies? They "must be regarded as organs of insurrection, of 
revolutionary rule," we wrote in  No. 47 of the Geneva Sotsial-Demokrat, of 
October 13, 1 9 1 5  . .  . 

The proletariat . . .  must "smash!" to use Marx's expression, this "ready-
made" state machine and substitute a new one for it by moging the police 
force, the army and the bureaucracy with the entire armed people . . . the 
proletariat must organize and arm all the poor, exploited sections of the 
population in order that they themselves should take the organs of state 
power directly into their own hands, in order that they themselves should 
constitute these organs of state power. (CW 23:323-26) 

This letter, unpublished during Lenin's lifetime, is his earliest statement 
of his new vision of socialism, made at the very time that he was writing 
State and Revolution. Despite the reference to the 1915 article calling 
soviets "organs of insurrection, of revolutionary rule," there is a big 
difference between a passing reference in 1915 and Lenin's vision in 
1917 of the soviets as the key to the Russian Revolution. It is also 
notable that in its first paragraph, the letter critiques sharply a notion 
usually identified with Leninism: building the party as the key to a 
successful socialist revolution. His fellow Bolshevik leaders in Petrograd, 

, to whom it was addressed, understood the novelty of this letter very 
well, which is why they did not choose to publish it 

Lenin had apparently continued his study of Matx on the P.uis 
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Commune for State and Revolution after the March 1917 revolution and 
the reemergence of the soviets. Krupskaya writes in her memoirs of 
Lenin's activities in the week after the outbreak of revolution: "On 
March 18, the anniversary of the Paris Commune, Ilyich went to Chaux
de-Fonds, a large Swiss labour center. He went there gladly . . . .  The 
thought of the Paris Commune, of utilizing its experience in the newly 
launched Russian revolutionary movement, and of avoiding its errors, 
occupied Ilyich's mind a good deal those days. "26 Many scholars, includ
ing even Hegelian Marxists like Lukacs, stress Lenin's "practical" side; 
that Lenin broke off the manuscript of State and Revolution on the eve of 
the Bolshevik Revolution, they claim, shows that "in the reciprocal 
relation of theory and practice Lenin always opted for the priority of 
practice.''27 Krupskaya, however, seems to be showing us something 
quite different: a person who in 1914 studies Hegel during the greatest 
political crisis of his life and who now, on the eve of his greatest political 
activity, plunges into a study not just of current events, or even of the 
last Russian revolution, but rather of Marx on the state, bureaucracy, 
and revolutionary democracy. 

Thus the uniqueness of Lenin may lie less in his preference for the 
practical side of things and more in the surprising extent to which-unlike 
most of the other leaders of 1917-he managed to continue his serious 
th£oretical work in the midst of the revolution. For it seems clear that State 
and Revolution was hardly conceived, let alone fully worked out, by the 
time of that January 1917 lecture on 1905-and yet it was completed by 
September of 1917. What other Russian political leader produced a 
theoretical work, not to speak of such a serious one, in those turbulent 
days, March through September 1917? As Harding argues: "Lenin had 
elaborated a far more consistent theoretical justification for his new 
political strategies than the Mensheviks had for their old ones . . .  he 
had elaborated a new Marxist analysis which justified an advance 
towards socialism . . . .  None of the prominent theorists of Menshevism 
even attempted to keep pace with, or offer substantial criticism of, the 
theoretical premisses which Bukharin and Lenin elaborated in the 
period 1914 to 1917-18."28 Had Harding been able to add the little 
phrase, "Hegelian dialectics" to "strategy," he would also have been able 
to separate those arguably quite different two theorists, Lenin and 
Bukharin, in addition to pointing to the difference that he argued 
existed between Lenin and the Mensheviks. 

For Lenin, the next step after "Letters from Afar" are the famous 
''April Theses," presented immediately on his return from exile. So 
controversial were the theses that they met with virtually no support 
even from other Bolshevik leaders when he first presented them. Only 
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Alexandra Kollontai spoke in Lenin's support that day. In these theses 
Lenin refers to his theoretical work around Marx on the Paris Commune, 
as exemplified by point five: "5) Not a parliamentary republic-to 
return to a parliamentary republic from the Soviets of Workers' Depu
ties would be a retrograde step-but a republic of Soviets of Workers', 
Agricultural Laborers' and Peasants' Deputies throughout the country, 
from top to bottom. Abolition of the police, the army and the bureaucracy. 
The salaries of all officials, all of whom are elective and dis placeable at 
any time, not to exceed the average wage of a competent worker" (CW 
24:23). Lenin articulates here a program very similar to that found in 
Marx's writings on the Paris Commune, which meant splits and contro
versies not only with Mensheviks but also with "old Bolsheviks." 

Lenin himself underlines the break with his own Bolshevik past in 
an article published soon after he read the "April Theses": "we hear a 
clamor or protest from people who readily call themselves 'old Bolsheviks: 
. . .  My answer is: The Bolshevik slogans and ideas on the whole have 
been confirmed by history; but concretdy things have worked out differently; 
they are more original, more peculiar, more variegated than anyone 
could have expected" (CW 24:44). In this discussion of the "variegated" 
nature of the revolution, Lenin may also be drawing once again on the 
discussion of universal and particular in his Hegel Notebooks, but of 
perhaps greater interest here is the theoretical elaboration of Lenin's 
new concepts that had been developed first in the as yet unpublished 
State and Revolution. 

In the fifty-page pamphlet Can the Bolsheviks Retain State Power?, 
published on November 1 ,  1 9 1 7, Lenin sketched out some of that 
book's central ideas: 

But Marx, basing himself on the experience of the Paris Commune, 
taught that the proletariat cannot simply lay hold of the ready-made state 
machine and substitute a new one for it. (I deal with this in greater detail 
in a pamphlet which is now finished and will soon appear under the title 
The State and Revolution. A Marxist Theory of the State and the Tasks of the 
Proletariat in the Revolution. ) This new type of state machinery was created 
by the Paris Commune, and the Russian Soviets ofWorkers', Soldiers' and 
Peasants' Deputies are a "state apparatus" of the same type. . . .  The proletar
iat cannot "lay hold of' the "state apparatus" and "set it in motion." But it 
can smash everything that is oppressive, routine, incorrigibly bourgeois in 
the old state apparatus and substitute its awn, new apparatus. The Soviers 
of Workers', Soldiers' and Peasants' Deputies are exactly that apparatus. 
(CW 26:102) 

This November 1 pamphlet, however, is not limited to repeating theo
retical schemata from State and Revolution. It also involves some very 
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concrete description of the shape of a new society, self-administered by 
the workers, peasants, and revolutionary intellectuals. Again and again 
Lenin hammers away at this point in different ways, here giving exam
ples of what a "commune"-type administration would look like: 

Only then shall we see what untapped forces of resistance to the capi
talists are latent among the people; only then will what Engels called 
"latent socialism" manifest itself. Only then, for every ten thm.!Jand overt 
and concealed enemies of working-class rule, manifesting themselves 
actively or by passive resistance, there will arise a miUion new fighters 
who had been polit ically dormant, writhing in the torments of poverty 
and despair, having ceased to believe that they were human, that 
they had the right to live, that they too could be served by the entire 
might of the modem centralized state, that contingents of the prole
tarian militia could, with the fullest confidence, also call upon them 
to take a direct, immediate, daily part in state administration. (CW 
26 : 126) 

Lenin concludes on this note, drawn fairly obviously from the young 
Marx: "Ideas become a power when they grip the people" ( CW 
26:130).29 That is not rhetoric but an actual description of the way in 
which Lenin's vision of direct rule by the masses linked up with the 
ongoing spontaneous upheavals of Russian workers and peasants in 
1917-18. 

This type of statement and concept hardly stopped with the November 
Revolution. A few days after the Bolshevik Revolution Lenin stated in a 
speech: "Creative activity at the grass roots is the basic factor of the new 
public life. Let the workers set up workers' control at their factories. Let 
them supply the villages with manufactures in exchange for grain. 
Account must be taken of every single article, every pound of grain, 
because what socialism implies above all is keeping account of everything. 
Socialism cannot be decreed from above. Its spirit rejects the mechani
cal bureaucratic approach; living, creative socialism is the product of 
the masses themselves" ( CW 26:288-89). This concept continued to 
guide Lenin's political thought well into 19 18.  

One of the most striking portraits of the new society Lenin envisioned 
in 1 9 1 7-18 is contained in the December 1 9 1 7  article "How to Organize 
Emulation?"30 Lenin writes: "Emulation must be arranged between 
practical organizers from among the workers and peasants. Every attempt 
to establish stereotyped forms and to impose uniformity from above, as 
intellectuals are so inclined to do, must be combatted. Stereotyped 
forms and uniformity imposed from above have nothing in common 
with democratic and socialist centralism . . . .  The Paris Commune gave a 
great example of how to combine initiative, independence, freedom of 
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action and vigor from below with voluntary centralism free from stereo
typed forms. Our Soviets are following the same road" (CW 26:413). 
Lenin calls for emulation also between peasants and workers on one 
hand and revolutionary intellectuals on the other. He notes, however, 
that "the workers and peasants are still 'timid'; they must get rid of this 
timidity, and they certainly will get rid of it" ( CW 26:412). Here Lenin 
points to a real problem that remains when elements from the deepest 
layers of the masses are brought into governing bodies: their shyness, 
their centuries-old deference to people with more formal education 
and social rank. This problem is rarely addressed by social and political 
theories of democracy, but it is an extremely important one. 

Lenin's major analysis The Immediate Tasks of the Soviet Government, 
published in April 1918, almost six months after the Bolshevik Revolution, 
still shows a broad continuity with the previously discussed themes 
based on State and Revolution. Although by now he £Wes call for "a 
compromise, a departure from the principles of the Paris Commune," 
to allow the use of highly paid "bourgeois specialists" in helping to run 
the economy (CW 27:249), and also calls for more "discipline," the 
central thrust of his article is to continue and deepen grassroots soviet 
democracy: "Our aim is to draw the whole of the poor into the practical 
work of administration, and all steps that are taken in this direction-the 
more varied they are, the better-should be carefully recorded, studied, 
systematized, tested by wider experience and embodied in law . . . .  Even 
in the most democratic capitalist republics in the world, the poor never 
regard the bourgeois parliament as 'their' institution. But the Soviets are 
'theirs' and not alien institutions to the mass of workers and peasants" 
(CW 27:273-74). He also stresses "forms and methods of control from 
below in order to counteract every shadow of a possibility of distorting 
the principles of soviet government, in order repeatedly and tirelessly to 
weed out bureaucracy" (CW 27:275). In sum, by 1917-18 Lenin has seem
ingly come a long way indeed from his 1902 What Is to Be /Jan£? Paraphras
ing and extending Kautsky, in that work he argued that the working 
class on its own could reach the level only of trade union consciousness. 

An Ambivalent Critique of Bureaucracy, 1919-23 

In contrast to the period 1 9 1 7-19,  when a radical socialist transforma
tion seemed on the horizon not only in Russia but also in several other 
countries, such as Germany and Italy, by the 1920s the revolutionary 
wave had faded. During the long years of civil war, Lenin dropped most 
of the discussion of direct rule by the masses in favor of centralizing and 
authoritarian policies that were dubbed "War Communism." By April 
1920 he saw it this way: " Dictatorial powers and one man management are not 
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contradictory to socialist democracy " (CW 30:5 03; emphasis added). As 
Robert Daniels writes: "Most party members ceased to take the program 
of Stafi! and Revolution seriously, at least not in their day-to-day activity. 
This neglect became general under the pressure of the civil war. The 
soviets, supposedly embodying the control measures of the 1917 program, 
fell into abeyance, as the locus of real political power shifted to the 
party and especially to the higher organs of the party."3 l In the years 
1922-23, however, as is well known, Lenin began to make frequent 
critiques of bureaucracy once again. 

His famous "Will" of late 1922 calls both Stalin and Trotsky bureau
cratic and urges the former's removal as general secretary of the party: 
"Comrade Stalin, having become Secretary-General, has concentrated 
an enormous power in his hands; and I am not sure that he always 
knows how to use that power with sufficient caution. On the other 
hand, Comrade Trotsky, as was proved by his struggle against the 
Central Committee with the question of the Peoples' Commissariat for 
Communications, is distinguished not only by his exceptional abilities
personally he is, to be sure, the most able man in the present Central 
Committee-but also by his too far-reaching self-confidence and a 
disposition to be too much attracted by the purely administrative side 
of affairs." In a postscript he sharpens further the critique of Stalin: 
"Postscript: Stalin is too rude and this fault, entirely supportable in 
relations among us Communists, becomes insupportable in the office 
of General Secretary. Therefore I propose to the comrades to find a way 
of removing Stalin from that position and appoint to it another man 
who in all respects differs from Stalin only in superiority-namely more 
patient, more loyal, more polite and more attentive to comrades, less 
capricious, etc." (CW 36:594-96).32 Missing in this and other late writ
ings by Lenin on bureaucracy, however, is a well-developed concept of 
a dialectical opposite to the problem he was analyzing. 

Lenin's theory of imperialism, as we have seen, not only sketches the 
rise of new forms of capital but also points to a new revolutionary 
subject arising within and alongside the transformation of capitalism 
into imperialism and monopoly: national liberation movements of 
oppressed nations and the heightened revolutionary consciousness of 
"lower and deeper" layers of the proletariat inside the imperialist 
country itself. Furthermore, his theory of the state and revolution 
critiques modem centralized bureaucratic capitalism and discusses its 
direct opposite, the yearning for direct rule by the working people, 
whether in the form of the Paris Commune or of the Russian Soviets. 
Here in the "Will," however, this type of the dialectic seems to be at a 
standstill. We have reached a real barrier in Lenin's thought. 
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An examination of his stances in the 1920s shows that he never 
abandoned his commitment to the vanguard party as first elaborated in 
What Is to Be Done? It seems to have coexisted uneasily alongside 
his 1 9 1 7-18  writings on grassroots democracy, and it reemerged force
fully once the world revolution no longer seemed on the horizon. Take 
for example the following letter of March 26, 1922, addressed to 
Vyacheslav Molotov, later a key member of Stalin's regime: "If we do not 
close our eyes to reality we must admit that at the present the proletar
ian policy of the Party is not determined by the character of its 
membership, but by the enormous undivided prestige enjoyed by the small 
g;ruup which might be called the Old Guard of the Party. A slight conflict 
within this group will be enough, if not to destroy this prestige, at all 
events to weaken the group to such a degree as to rob it of its power to 
determine policy" (CW 33:257; emphasis added). This was followed by 
suggestions to Molotov on making it more difficult to join the Commu
nist party.33 

How could Lenin on the one hand write of grassroots democracy in 
State and Revolution and on the other write in that letter to Molotov that 
the "proletarian" nature of the Soviet Union rested not on mass partici
pation from below but rather on "the Old Guard of the Party?"34 Part of 
the answer lies in the dire economic and social situation facing Russia 
in 1922, with the working class severely demoralized and Lenin seeking 
simply to hold onto power for a few years until a revolution in Germany 
or elsewhere could end the economic strangulation of Russia by the 
Western countries, as well as its general isolation. But what made Lenin 
want to hold onto power rather than allow the Soviet Union to fall, if 
necessary? The answer to this question is not obvious. If he had been 
from the start after power alone, why did he not accept a compromise 
in the spring of 1 9 1 7  that would have given him a post in the provi
sional government, as some of his fellow Bolsheviks such as Stalin and 
Kamenev urged at the time? If Lenin was more than a mere opportunist, 
as the entire record of his life and work suggests, then how could he 
manage, even partially, to square the notion of soviet democracy with 
those of one-man management in the economy and rule by the old 
guard of the party in the political sphere? 

Part of the answer rna y lie in one element of Lenin's theorizing that 
remained elitist even in 1 9 1 7  and that was not subjected to any funda
mental dialectical rethinking after his 19 14-15 study of Hegel: his 
concept of the vanguard party, as first elaborated in 1902 in What Is to Be 
Done? Although that concept was certainly modified considerably 
afterward, and in 19 17  the notion of the party to lead almost disappeared 
from his writings, Lenin never worked out a newer, more dialectical 
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concept of organization. As Dunayevskaya suggests: "Unfortunately the 
great transformation in Lenin, both on philosophy and on the revolu
tionary dictatorship of the proletariat, did not extend to Lenin's concept 
of the party, which, despite all modifications in actual revolutions, 
remained essentially what it was in 1903."35 Lenin's vanguardist concep
tions were included prominently in the twenty-one conditions of mem
bership approved at the 1920 Second Congress of the Third International, 
point twelve of which reads: "Parties belonging to the Third Interna
tional must be built up on the principle of democratic centralism. At the 
present time of acute civil war, the communist party will only be able 
fully to do its duty when it is organized in the most centralized manner, 
if it has iron discipline, bordering on military discipline, and if the 
party center is a powerful, authoritative organ with wide powers, possessing 
the general trust of the party membership."36 During the debate over 
this point at the Second Congress, Zinoviev, who gave the main report 
in the session on the role of the Communist party, went further. He 
made the existence of the Bolsheviks as a vanguard party nothing less 
than the key to the success of the 1917 revolution itself: "The experi
ence of the Russian revolution is much discussed. The most important 
experience of this revolution is that had we not had a centralized 
party built along military lines, with iron discipline, organized over 
the course of twenty years, by now we doubtless would have been 
defeated twenty times over."37 If Lenin had any disagreements with this 
position, he did not express them. This is the major gap in Lenin's 
post-1914 dialectics of revolution. In many respects the concept of 
the party came to predominate over the other features of his Marxism 
after 1918. 

Perhaps a passage from Hegel's Science of Lng;ic that, as shown earlier, 
Lenin copied in his Hegel Notebooks but did not really discuss will 
help to illuminate Lenin's later failure to rethink fundamentally his 
concept of the party to lead: 

It will always stand out as a marvel lww the Kantian philosophy recognized the 
relations of thought to 5eT1SU()US reality, beyond which it did not advance, as 

only a relative relation of mere Appearance [blossen Erscheinung], and 
perfectly well recognized and enunciated a higher unity of both in the 
Idea in general and, for example, in the Idea of an intuitive understanding 
[aruchauendes Versteheru], and yet stopped short at this relative relation and the 
assertion that the Notion i� and remains utterly separate .fram reality -thus 
asserting as truth what it declared to be finite cognition, and denouncing 
as an unjustified extravagance and a figment of thought what it recog
nized as truth and of which it established the specific notion. (SL 592; 
emphasis added) 
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Using Hegel's dialectical language from this passage, it could be argued 
that Lenin "stopped short" in his theorizing instead of following it 
through to its conclusion. The notion of a dialectical view of the world 
developed in his Hegel Notebooks was kept in a compartment separate 
from one major aspect of his reality, the concept of the party to lead. As 
Hegel argues, however, there are no exceptions to dialectical method if 
one is not to full backward into a Kantian dualism rooted in a mere in
tuitive understanding. 

Is it not that type of merely intuitive understanding that Zinoviev 
expressed, and even that extremely crudely: we Bolsheviks had a van
guard party, we also had a successful revolution, and therefore the 
vanguard party is the decisive factor? Zinoviev does not make an 
analysis; rather, he makes an intuitive assertion based on unreflective 
experience and common sense understanding.38 Even in his post- 1 9 14 
writings, however, during the period in which he embraced Hegelian 
dialectics, Lenin offers no real alternative to, and even encourages, such 
undialectical thinking on the concept of the party. 

Not only does Lenin fuil to rethink fundamentally his concept of the 
party to lead. When he gets down to a concrete analysis of the danger of 
bureaucracy in the 1920s, he cannot bring himself to apply, for example, 
his Hegel-derived concept of"transformation into opposite" to his own 
Bolshevik party, now in power,39 even though he had been able to use 
that concept to analyze the degeneration of the Second International into 
a bureaucratic and reformist organization. Nevertheless, when it came to 
his own Bolsheviks in 1922-23 in a decidedly nonrevolutionary situation, 
he stopped short and did not carry his incipient critique to its conclusion. 

Regardless of whether such a party may have been needed for 
underground revolutionaries in tsarist Russia, although that too is of 
course open to question, and whether the centralization of War Com
munism and its dictatorial features were necessary to save the revolu
tion from its enemies during the civil war, Luxemburg's early and 
perceptive critique of Bolshevism still carries much weight. She wrote it 
from her jail cell in 1 9 1 8  and never published it during her lifetime,40 
but it has since become a widely read document. Although generally 
supportive of the Bolshevik Revolution, she hit out at its overcentralization 
and lack of internal democracy: 

But socialist democracy is not something which begins only in the 
promised land after the foundations of socialist economy are created; it 
does not come as some sort of Christmas present for the worthy people 
who, in the interim, have loyally supported a handful of socialist dictaton> . . .  

Doubtless the Bolsheviks would have proceeded in this very way were 
it not that they suffered under the frightful compulsion of the world war, 
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the German occupation and all the abnormal difficulties connected 
therewith, things which were inevitably bound to distort any socialist 
policy, however imbued it might be with the best intentions and the 
finest principles . . .  

The danger begins only when they make a virtue of necessity and want 
to freeze into a complete theoretical system all the tactics forced upon 
them by these fatal circumstances, and want to recommend them to the 
international proletariat as a model of socialist tactics.41 

In thus raising the issue of revolutionary democrncy after the revolution, 
while at the same time advocating soviets and workers councils rather 
than parliamentary democracy, Luxemburg went further than anyone 
else at the time in developing a sympathetic critique of Bolshevism. 
This is especially true of her call for a multitendency revolutionary 
democrncy: "Freedom only for the supporters of the government, only 
for the members of one party-however numerous they may be-is no 
freedom at all. Freedom is always and exclusively freedom for the one 
who thinks differently" (69). Her critique ofthe single-party state remains 
a most original and prescient one, unusual because it does not dismiss 
the Bolshevik Revolution entirely but rather makes an immanent, 
internal critique that goes to some of the very assumptions ofBolshevism.42 

Despite their limitations, Lenin's writings on the state and revolution 
remain an important contribution to the dialectics of revolution. In 
pointing to the growth of the centrnlized capitalist state and to its 
dialectical opposite, the creation from below of direct forms of mass 
self-rule such as soviets, Lenin was able to work out a truly dialectical 
theory of revolution. I have argued that it was rooted at least in part in 
the concept of subjectivity developed in his Hegel Notebooks. The 
enduring significance of the concept of soviets is seen in the fact that, 
since 1 9 1 7, soviets and workers' councils have appeared many other 
times, not only in the period immediately following the 1 9 1 7  revolution, 
as was the case in Italy and Germany, but also in such varied revolution
ary situations as Hungary in 1956, Frnnce in 1968, Portugal in 1974-75, 
and Irnn in 1978-79. Lenin is not the only Marxist to develop a theory 
of soviets and workers' councils, but his State and Revolution remains one 
of the most important treatments of that issue. Despite possessing these 
original and liberatory features, however, Lenin's conception of the 
state and revolution remains a somewhat contradictory and ambivalent 
one because of his failure to work out a dialectical critique of his earlier 
concept of the party to lead. The latter, which remained part of Bolshe
vism even in 1 9 17 ,  although it was little mentioned then, soon reasserted 
itself forcefully. It led back toward centralization, bureaucrncy, and the 
indefinite perpetuation of a single-party state. 
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From the 1 920s to 1 953: 
Lukacs, Lefebvre, and the 
johnson-Forest Tendency 

In this chapter I will trace some of the major discussions of Lenin's 
Hegel Notebooks, mainly by unorthodox Marxists, through the year of 
Stalin's death, 1953. First, I will argue that part of the reason for the 
relative obscurity of Lenin's Hegel Notebooks lies in the Stalinist 
ideologues' preference for Lenin's crudely materialist earlier work on 
dialectics rather than his subtler, innovative, and ground-breaking Hegel 
Notebooks. Second, I will show that some important Hegelian Marxists, 
such as Antonio Gramsci, Karl Korsch, Georg Lukacs, Ernst Bloch, 
Henri Lefebvre, C. L. R. James, and Raya Dunayevskaya, did discuss 
Lenin's Hegel Notebooks during the period from the 1920s to 1953 
with varying degrees of penetration and originality. Third, it will be 
seen that, with the exception of Herbert Marcuse, Frankfurt School 
Critical Theorists avoided discussion of Lenin's Hegel Notebooks, as 
did French existentialists such as Jean-Paul Sartre and Maurice Merleau
Ponty. This was so despite the interest of both Critical Theorists and 
existentialists in the Hegel-Marx relationship. I hope that tracing this 
international discussion will help to unravel both the importance and, 
to date, relative obscurity of Lenin's Hegel Notebooks. 

Lenin and Hegel in the Soviet Union in the 1920s 

A few of Lenin's writings on Hegel were known during his lifetime, 
especially the 192 1 article on trade unions, with its substantial discus
sion of Hegelian dialectics, and the 1922 article fur Urtdi!r the Banner of 
Marxism, which had called for the systematic study of Hegel's works. 
The Hegel Notebooks, however, lay unpublished and unknown during 
his lifetime. The 1 9 1 5  essay fragment "On the Question of Dialectics" 
was published in 1925, a year after Lenin's death, but it did not point 
directly to the Hegel Notebooks, since the editors wrongly attributed it 
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to the pre- 1 9 14 period. At first this fragment was connected not to the 
Hegel Notebooks but to Materialism and Empirio-Criticism. 

Lenin's "Abstract of Hegel's Science of Logic" was first published in the 
Soviet Union in 1929, an inauspicious year for free intellectual debate, 
for that was the year of Stalin's victory over the last remaining opposi
tion group within the Communist party, the Right Opposition led 
by Nikolai Bukharin. Lenin's "Abstract" appeared for the first time 
as volume 9 of Lenimki Sbomik (Lenin MisceUany), a supplement to 
Lenin's collected works, under the editorship of Moscow's Marx-Engels
Lenin Institute) Totaling over 1 50 printed pages of excerpts and com
mentary on the Science of Logic, these notes showed to the public for the 
first time the depth and seriousness of Lenin's study of Hegel in 
19 14- 15. 

In the following year, 1930, additional notes by Lenin on Hegel from 
19 15-16, plus some other notes on philosophy, most of them on writers 
other than Hegel, were published as volume 1 2  of the Lenin Miscellany. 
This volume contained about 80 additional pages of notes on Hegel, 
mainly on his History of Philosophy, plus a mass of other, far shorter sets 
of notes and commentary from 1 9 1 5-16, including brief notes on 
Aristotle's Metaphysics (about 9 pages), on Ludwig Feuerbach's critique 
of Leibniz (about 12 pages), and on Ferdinand Lassalle's book on Greek 
philosophy (about 15 pages). Thus, among the 19 14-16 material as a 
whole, the largest of the entries that are not related to Hegel is about 15  
pages, whereas the notes o n  Hegel total about 230 pages. 

Also included in the 1930 volume are over 200 pages of miscellaneous 
pre- 1 9 14 material on philosophical issues, ranging from an 1895 set of 
notes on Marx and Engels's Holy Family to other notes on materialism 
and science made in 1903-1 1 ,  most of the latter connected to Lenin's 
Materialism and Empirio-Critici5m. The addition of this bulk, three-fourths 
of it not even notebooks but simply facsimiles of pages of books and 
articles in which Lenin made marginal notes, tends to minimize the 
centrality of Lenin's return to Hegel in 19 14.  This effect becomes even 
more pronounced in later editions of these notebooks, when the two 
philosophical volumes of Lenin Miscellany were combined intQ one 
single volume entitled Philosophical Notebooks, with an introduction 
hardly mentioning Hegel at all . 

In 1 927 Marx's 1844 Manuscript5 had also been published for the first 
time anywhere, in a Russian-language edition. In the Soviet Union, 
however, the discussion of Lenin's Hegel Notebooks and Marx's 1844 

. Manuscript5 was overshadowed by the continuing debate over Engels's 
unfinished and scientistic book Dialectics of Nature, first published in 
1925, in Russian. Thus, what little discussion there was of Lenin's Hegel 
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Notebooks was bound up with other debates within Russian academic 
philosophy during the 1920s. 

The philosophers at the Institute of Red Professorship grouped 
around Abram Deborin did have some interest in studying Hegel 
directly, but they had even more interest in Engels's Dialectics of Nature. 
Deborin published extracts from Lenin's Hegel Notebooks in the lead
ing Russian philosophical journal Uruier the Banner of Marxism as early 
as 1925, but the full publication of the Hegel Notebooks was delayed 
until 1929, a delay about which Deborin's group complained. Unlike 
their opponents in Soviet academic philosophy, whom they dubbed 
"mechanists,"2 the Deborinites did call for the serious study of Hegelian 
dialectics by Marxists, following the suggestions by Lenin in the 1922 
article in Uruier the Banner of Marxism. At the same time, possibly to 
protect themselves from charges of excessive Hegelianism, the Deborinites 
joined in the virulent attacks that began in 1924 against the Western 
Marxists Lukacs and Korsch. Despite the brief ascendancy of the 
Deborinites in Soviet academic philosophy for a period in the late 
1 920s, the mcyor political leaders who were also considered to be 
Marxist theorists, such as Bukharin and Trotsky,3 and who held posi
tions closer to those of the mechanists remained tremendously influen
tial until they were ousted from the leadership by Stalin. 

Even when Soviet philosophers commented on Lenin and Hegel, 
the stress was on Lenin's "materialistic" reading of Hegel, not on the 
new vantage points he developed as a result of studying Hegel in 
1 9 14-15.4 These debates in the 1920s on Lenin's relation to Hegel took 
place in an atmosphere where philosophical dispute was to a consider
able extent detached from political factionalism. Until 1929 or 1930, 
"partyness" in philosophy tended to mean merely adherence to the 
perspectives of Marx and Engels, not to a specifically Bolshevik position, 
let alone to a Trotskyist, Stalinist, or Bukharinist one. A whole range of 
views existed, all of which were debated in Soviet philosophical journals. 
By the early 1930s, however, when Lenin's Philosophical Notebooks and 
Marx's 1844 Manuscripts began to be published in German and other 
Western languages, philosophical discussion in Russia had been effectively 
closed by Stalin. After having used the Deborinites in 1929 to attack his 
rival Bukharin as a mechanist, Stalin then turned on the Deborinites in 
1 930, branding them "Menshevizing idealists," a reference both to their 
interest in Hegel and to Deborin's Menshevik past 

From that point on Stalinist dogmatism and dictatorial methods 
snuffed out most independent intellectual debate within Soviet Marxist 
institutes and journals. Stalin's new chief philosopher, M. B. Mitin, 
declared that not Hegel but "the masterful application of dialectics that 
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our party carries out" was henceforth to become the source of dialectics.5 
As David Joravsky comments acidly: "But now only Stalin and his 
compliant Central Committee had the requisite world-sweeping vision; 
lesser philosophers would wait to be told when experience required 
the Marxist Weltanschauung to be developed further."6 This precluded 
any meaningful further discussion of Lenin and Hegel in Russia. In the 
same period, beginning in 1927, Lenin's MateriaLism and Empirio-Criticism 
was translated and distributed widely within world Communism as the 
official "Leninist" text on philosophy and dialectics. During the same per
iod, Lenin's Hegel Notebooks, like Marx's 1844 Manwcripts, nearly passed 
into oblivion within the Soviet Union and the Stalinized Communist 
movement of the 1 930s. At the same time, however, these texts began to 
draw interest among more independent writers on Marxism in the West 

Even before then, in the 1920s, the Hegelian Marxist Antonio Gramsci 
had attempted to launch a discussion of Lenin and Hegel in Italy. In 
1924-26 Gramsci published several short texts by Lenin on Hegel in 
Italian Communist journals.7 One of them was the important essay 
fragment "On the Question of Dialectics" from the Hegel Notebooks. 
Unfortunately, Gramsci was jailed by Mussolini in 1926, three years 
before the full Hegel Notebooks began to appear in Russian. It would 
be a long time until interest revived among Italian Marxists: the note
books did not appear in Italian until 1958, burdened by an anti
Hegelian introduction by Lucio Colletti.S 

Lenin's Philosophical Notebooks was published more quickly in other 
Western languages, beginning with a German edition in 1932. While it 
did not evoke anywhere near the discussion that Marx's 1844 Manuscripts 
did, there has been a serious and extended discussion about these 
notebooks ever since among Marxist intellectuals and those interested 
in Marxism in the West The noted French sociologist Lucien Goldmann 
has described the overall influence of Lenin's Hegel Notebooks on 
Western Marxism: 

Hegelian categories are all recovered in Marxism; and it is no accident 
that they were reactualized in Europe around, say, the years 1 9 1 7-23: 
first by Lenin in the Philosophical Notebooks, secondly by Lukacs in Hisfmy 
and Class Cansciousness, and thirdly, I believe, somewhat later in Gramsci's 
concretely philosophical analyses. Furthermore, it is not accidental that 
in the interim, with Mehring, Plekhanov, Kautsky, Bernstein and even 
Lenin at the time he wrote Materialism and Empiriocriticism, Marxism was 

just as positivistic as academic science . . . .  And if after 1923 this renais
sance of dialectical thought subsequently ended, it was because the 

• revolutionary period was dearly over: we know that with the 1923 defeat 
in Germany, after 1925-26, there was no longer any trace of this.9 
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As we will see, there was in fact more discussion of these issues in the 
I H30s than Goldmann acknowledges, but what is most important about 
his chronology is how he places Lenin's Hegel Notebooks at the center 
of some key writings of Western Marxism. 

Since Lenin's name is incomparably better known than those of 
Lukacs or Gramsci, and since official Moscow and other editions of 
Lenin's writings are easily available in numerous languages, why then 
are Lenin's Hegel Notebooks relatively little known? The answer lies in 
the sheer bulk of what has been published by and on Lenin and in the 
way in which Soviet commentators and other like-minded writers have 
emphasized Lenin's early mechanistic work, Materialism and Empirio
Criticism . Amid all the great praise of Lenin as "original," "creative," 
"great," a "genius," and so on, that abounds in the Moscow editions of 
and commentaries on Lenin, the Hegel Notebooks have been nearly 
buried, since they do not fit the mechanistic and scientistic view of 
Marxist dialectics that became dogma. IO  As with Marx's 1844 Manuscripts, 
the most serious and probing discussion has occurred mainly outside 
the Soviet Union. It is this discussion to which I now tum. 

Lenin and Hegel in Central Europe: Korsch, Lukacs, and Bloch 

Although Georg Lukacs's History and Class Cansciousness and Karl Korsch's 
Marxism and Philosophy, both published in German in 1923, are the two 
best-known Hegelian Marxist texts of the period, neither book refers 
directly to Lenin's at the time unpublished Hegel Notebooks. Nonetheless, 
these books were written, at least in part, on the basis of Lenin's own 
return to Hegel in 1 9 14 ,  for both authors were young members of 
Lenin's Third International. Lenin made a few public indications of his 
own return to Hegel in the early 1920s,just before his May 1922 stroke, 
which almost completely immobilized him until his death in January 
1924, leaving only a few brief periods when he could speak and write, 
mainly in late 1922. 

Lenin's references to Hegel did not go unnoticed by Korsch, who 
placed a quotation from Lenin's article for Under the Banner of Marxism, 
"On the Significance of Militant Materialism" ( 1922), as the epigraph to 
his Marxism and Philosoplry. The quotation from Lenin reads: "We must 
organize a systematic study of the Hegelian dialectic from a materialist 
standpoint."ll Then, in the concluding paragraph of Marxism and 
Philosophy, Korsch cites Lenin's article again and writes: "Just as political 
action is not rendered unnecessary by the economic action of a revolu
tionary class, so intellectual action is not rendered unnecessary by 
either political or economic action."l2 There are no direct references to 
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Lenin and Hegel in Lukacs's History and Class Consciousru!SS, which was 
published a bit earlier than Korsch's book. In Lukacs's book the only 
significant discussion of Lenin is on the theory of imperialism and the 
concept of the vanguard party.l3 

The response of both traditional social democratic Marxists such as 
Kautsky and the Comintem establishment to Lukacs's and Korsch's 
Hegelian Marxism was one of unmitigated hostility. Both Grigory Zinoviev 
and Bukharin sharply attacked Lukacs and Korsch by name at the 1924 
Fifth World Congress of the Comintem. Although in fact their political 
positions at that time were closer to those of the Left Communists such 
as Anton Pannekoek, who had already quit the Comintem, Zinoviev's 
subsequently infamous speech linked them to social democracy and 
therefore "revisionism": 

Comrade Graziadei, in Italy, published a book containing a reprint of 
articles he wrote, when he was a Social-Democratic revisionist, attacking 
Marxism. This theoretical revisionism cannot be allowed to pass with 
i mpunity. Neither will we tolerate our H ungarian Comrade, Lukacs, 
doing the same in the domain of philosophy and sociology .... W e  have a 
similar tendency in the German Party. Comrade Graziadei is a professor, 
Korsch is also a-professor (Interruptions: "Lukacs is also a professor!"). If 
we get a few more of these professors spinning out their Marxist theories, 
we shall be lost. We cannot tolerate such theoretical revisionism of this 
kind in our Communist lntemational.14 

Despite their own interest in Hegel, Deborin and his colleagues quickly 
joined in the dogmatic attacks on Lukacs and Korsch. 

Karl Korsch 

In 1930, having by then been expelled from the German Communist 
party, although not specifically for his philosophical views, Korsch 
answered his critics at length in a long introduction to a new edition of 
his Marxism and Philosophy. By this time his thought had evolved toward 
an open hostility to Lenin, both on the theory of the vanguard party 
and on dialectics. In this introduction Korsch accuses Lenin of having 
remained within the scientistic materialism of the "Marxism of the 
Second International," whose "spiritual legacy Lenin and his compan
ions never abandoned, in spite of some things said in the heat of 
battle."l5 Thus, to Korsch in 1 930, Lenin's statements on Hegel, which 
Korsch had quoted in 1923, were now seen as only isolated ones made 

. "in the heat of battle." He sums up the philosophical dispute of 1924 as 
one between "the Leninist interpretation of Marx and Engels' material
ism which had already been formally canonized in Russia" and those, 



From the 1920s to 1953 I 179 

like himself, who were alleged to have "deviated from this canon in the 
direction of idealism, of Kant's critical epistemology and of Hegel's 
idealism." I6 

What accounts for this apparent change of view toward Lenin's legacy 
by 1930? It is certainly possible that Korsch quoted Lenin on Hegel in 
1923 only as a point of diplomacy toward his Russian comrades, never 
taking Lenin seriously as a dialectical thinker. It is also possible that his 
1926 expulsion from the party, as well as the virulent attacks on him by 
Zinoviev, Deborin, and others, all in the name of "Leninism," had 
helped to tum Korsch against Lenin by 1930. 

There is, however, one additional possibility that may be equally 
central to Korsch's 1930 attacks, since it is a real theoretical issue: Lenin's 
early mechanistic book Materialism and Empirio-Criticism appeared in 
German and other Western languages beginning in 1927, immediately 
gaining a wide circulation among Communists. I7 It is in fact the only 
text by Lenin on dialectics that Korsch cites in 1930. Thus it may be 
that, for Korsch, Lenin's extremely mechanistic book, available only in 
Russian before 1927, came to overshadow Lenin's brief post- 1 914 writ
ings on Hegel that had inspired Korsch in 1923. Korsch seems to say as 
much in an essay entitled "Lenin's Philosophy" ( 1938), where he writes 
that when Lenin's Materialism and Empirio-Critici5m appeared, "there was 
not so much open hostility as indifference and, even more awkward, 
just among those whose applause would have been most cherished, a 
kind of polite embarrassment."l8 In his 1930 critique of Lenin Korsch 
does not show any awareness of Lenin's fuller Hegel Notebooks, which 
did not appear in German until 1932. Korsch's rejection of Lenin as a 
Marxist philosopher thus appears to have been made mainly on the 
basis of Materiali5m and Empirio-Criticism, without his having read the 
Hegel Notebooks. I9 

In "Lenin's Philosophy," Korsch's last important discussion of Lenin 
on dialectics, he does briefly take up Lenin's Hegel Notebooks, although 
he downplays their importance and takes Materialism and Empirio-Criticism 
as his main point of departure. On the Hegel Notebooks, he writes: 
"The recent publication by the Marx-Engels-Lenin Institute of Lenin's 
philosophical papers dated from 19 14 et seq. shows the first germs of 
that particular significance which during the last phases of Lenin's 
activity and after his death the philosophical thought of Hegel assumed 
in Lenin's 'materialistic philosophy.' "20 Unlike his position in 1923, 
however, when Korsch had seen Hegel's philosophy as revolutionary, 
here he stresses the "bourgeois character'' both of Hegel's philosophy 
and of the Russian Revolution. As Patrick Goode suggests, the latter 
point is in keeping with Korsch's view by the 1930s that in the Russian 
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Revolution "Leninism was merely an ideological form assumed by the 
bourgeois revolution in an underdeveloped country."21 

In this vein, Korsch writes an epitaph for Lenin's Hegel Notebooks 
with regard to their relevance to Marxism outside Russia: 

A belated revival of the whole of the formerly disowned idealistic dialectics 
of Hegel served to reconcile the acceptance by the Leninists of old 
bourgeois materialism with the for mal demands of an apparently anti
bourgeois and proletarian revolutionary tendency .... Thus the whole 
circle not only of bourgeois materialistic thought but of all  bourgeois 
philosophical thought from Holbach to Hegel was actually repeated by 
the Russian dominated phase of the Marxist movement, which passed 
from the adoption of 18th century and Feuerbachian materialism by 
Plechanov and Lenin in the pre-war period to Lenin's appreciation of 
the "intelligent idealism" of H egel and other bourgeois philosophers of 
the 19th century as against the "unintel ligent materialism" of the ear lier 
1 8th-century philosophers.22 

Thus the Russians were at the stage only of West European develop
ment in the nineteenth century, and their revolution was the equivalent 
of the French "bourgeois" revolution of 1 789, which had been followed 
in thought by Hegel's critique of both eighteenth-century rationalism 
and Kant's critical philosophy. For Korsch , Lenin's tum to Hegel begin
ning in 19 14 was no longer seen, as it had been in 1923, as part of the 
road toward a new Marxist dialectic of revolution for Western Europe. 
Instead, it was merely an expression of the backwardness of Russian 
economic and philosophic development. 

In this sense, Korsch has by 1938 come full circle from the view he 
had expressed not only of Lenin but also of Hegel in the 1 923 edition 
of his Marxism and Philosophy. By the 1930s Korsch rejects both Lenin 
and Hegel. In addition, he downplays to a surprising degree Marx's 
newly published 1844 Manusmpts, as can be seen in his Karl Marx 
( 1938), which was written for a scholarly publisher.23 His rejection of 
Lenin on Hegel was thus also a general move away from the stress on 
Hegelian dialectics within Marxism altogether, something that Korsch 
himself had helped to pioneer for a new generation in 1 923 . 

Georg Luluics 

The path of Lukacs, who remained in the Hungarian Communist party 
even after it was completely Stalinized24 and who made frequent self
criticisms, was, at least on the surface, quite different from Korsch's with 
respect to Lenin and Hegel. Lukacs spent most of his time until 1945 
living in the Soviet Union. His 1924 testament to Lenin covers many 
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iNI'IUes-his own self-critique of his earlier Left Communist vi('W!'I :nul 
l.t·nin's concepts of the party, imperialism, and the state and revohllion
hut surprisingly, it does not present Lenin as a Hegelian Marxist or even 
take up the issue of Lenin and Hegel. Even though he praises Lenin as 
"the greatest thinker to have been produced by the revolutionary 
working-class movement since Matx" and writes that "the analysis of 
l.(•nin's policy always leads us back to the question of dialectical method," 
l.ukacs concludes by stressing Lenin as a practicing dialectician only: 
"l.eninism means that the theory of historical materialism has moved 
I'll ill nearer the daily battles of the proletariat, that it has become more 
practical than it could be at the time of Matx:'25 

Lukacs's emphasis is thus not on a claim that Lenin made an original 
wntribution to Hegelian-Matxian dialectics. It is unclear whether this 
nondiscussion of Lenin and Hegel was merely a prudent response to 
the virulent attacks on History and Class Consciousness for alleged Hegelian 
idealism or whether it reflected Lukacs's private assessment of Lenin as 
dialectician as well. Certainly Lukacs would have been at least as aware 
as was Korsch of Lenin's public statements in the early 1920s on the 
need to study Hegel directly, but he too may not yet have known about 
the full extent of Lenin's 19 14- 15 Hegel Notebooks. Nevertheless, more 
than lack of knowledge of Lenin's work on Hegel or fear of attack by 
people such as Zinoviev may be at issue here, for as late as 1967, long 
after Lukacs had read Lenin's Hegel Notebooks and, as we will see in a 
moment, claimed them as a major inspiration for his book The Young 
Hegel ( 1948), Lukacs remained a bit reticent on Lenin's notebooks. This 
io; seen in a postscript to a new edition of the 1924 book on Lenin, 
where Lukacs once again stresses that "for Lenin, even the most general 
philosophical categories . . .  were constantly geared to practice, as theo
retical preparation for it" (96). He also writes: ·�t the outbreak of war in 
19 14, after a series of adventures with the police, he landed up in 
Switzerland. Once arrived, he decided that his first task was to make use 
of this 'holiday' and to study Hegel's Logic . . . . Through his life,  Lenin 
was always learning; whether it was from Hegel's Logic or from the 
opinion of a worker on bread" (97-98). Lenin's Hegel Notebooks are 
here treated more as an interesting biographical fuct than as a major 
theoretical work in dialectics. 

There is a discussion of Lenin's Hegel Notebooks in Lukacs's second 
major book on dialectics, The Young Hegel. This book deals systemati
cally with Hegel's Phenomenology of Mind ( 1807) and the writings that 
preceded it Lenin's notebooks on Hegel are somewhat peripheral to 
the topic of Lukacs's book, since Lenin dealt only with Hegel's later 
works, beginning with the Science of Logic (1812-16). Nonetheless, Lukacs 



182 I lenin, Hegel, and Western Marxism 

may have considered The Young Hegel to have been inspired in part by 
Lenin's Hegel Notebooks, at least according to a book on Lukacs's life 
and thought by one of his former students, Istvan Meszaros. In his 
biographical chronology for the years 1929-3 1, Meszaros writes: 

In Moscow he works at the Marx-Engels-Lenin Institute, directed by D. 
Riazanov. The latter shows him the full typescript of Marx's Economic and 
Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844: It has a major impact on Lukacs' intellec
tual development In the same period he gets acquainted with Lenin's 
Philosophical Notebooks, published in 1929/30 under the title of Lenin 
Miscellanies IX & XII. These writings, too, greatly contribute to the 
modification of his conception of Hegel and of h is view of"subject-object 
relations," of epistemology and of the relationship between the work of 
art and social reality.26 

From 193 1 to 1933 Lukacs lived in Germany, but then he fled the Nazis 
and returned to Moscow. For the years 1933-35 Meszaros writes: "He is 
working on The Young Hegel (completed in the winter of 1937-38): a 
project conceived during the period of rethinking his earlier philo
sophical views in the light of the [Marx's 1844] Paris Manuscripts and the 
Philosophical Notebooks. (Also in Berlin, between 193 1/33, he tried to 
work on this subject but could not get very far with it.)"27 Although 
Meszaros states that The Young Hegel was completed by 1938, it is first 
published in 1948 by a leading Western publisher, Europa Verlag. In 
his preface to a second edition, published for the first time in East 
Germany in 1954, only a year after Stalin's death, Lukacs writes that the 
"book was completed in late Autumn 1938:'28 

Lukacs does not mention the heightened persecutions he suffered 
from 1939 on, including several months under arrest in Moscow as a 
"Trotskyist agent" in 194 1. This was undoubtedly by far the biggest 
factor preventing his book's publication in those years. Especially after 
its publication in East Germany, the book came under sharp attack by 
Stalinist philosophers for whom, as Iring Fetscher recounts: "The ene
mies are the Hegelian Marxists who would try to smuggle the Trojan 
horse of idealism into the beleaguered fortress of Soviet materialism 
under the cover of Hegelian dialectics."29 

My concern here is with the fact that Lukacs's Young Hegel contains 
a brief chapter that is probably the first attempt by a major Cen
tral European Marxist thinker to grapple with Lenin's Hegel Note
books. The Young Hegel is one of the great works on the dialectic in 
Hegel and Marx, and it probably should rank in importance alongside 
History and Class Consciousness. Lukacs's concern is to elaborate and 
analyze the affinities between Hegel and Marx, thus overcoming 
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the one-sided views of both conservative Hegel scholars and vulgar 
Marxists. 

Lukacs discusses Lenin and Hegel mainly in a brief chapter entitled 
"Labor and the Problem of Teleology." He takes up an early version of 
the chapter on teleology in Hegel's Science of wgic, which Hegel delivered 
as lectures in 1 805-6, just as the Phenomenology was being completed. 
As we saw in chapter 3, Hegel's concept of teleology involves a notion of 
internally generated causality for human behavior. For the mature 
Hegel of the Science of liJgic, "teleology is especially contrasted with 
mechanism . . .  [where] no self-determination is manifested" (SL 734). 

Lukacs proceeds to discuss a passage in Hegel's teleology chapter 
in the liJgic that links human labor to the development of the idea, a 
passage where Hegel focuses on the plough as "more honorable than 
those enjoyments which are procured from it" The passage was quoted 
by Lenin in his Hegel Notebooks (SL 747; CW 38:1 89). Lukacs notes 
that Lenin connected this passage to Marx's notion of historical ma
terialism. Lukacs therefore stresses that for Hegel in the liJgic, "teleol
ogy, human labor and human praxis" (349) are concepts that overcome 
the narrow limits of mechanism. 

After quoting some other passages from the Hegel Notebooks, where 
Lenin "translates" Hegel's statements into "materialist dialectics," Lukacs 
suggests that Lenin's discussion here relates to Marx's "Theses on 
Feuerbach." There,  writes Lukacs, Marx holds that "the great achieve
ment of German classical idealism was to develop the 'active side' of 
reality which had been rejected by the older forms of materialism" 
(350). Thus, having touched on idealism, Lukacs seems to move quickly 
to cover himself against the incessant attacks on his own work as idealist 
made ever since the 1920s. 

At this point Lukacs brings in Lenin's discussion in the Hegel Note
books of the section of the Science of wgic entitled "The Idea of the 
Good." As I discussed in chapter 3, this section directly precedes the 
book's concluding chapter, "The Absolute Idea." Lukacs stresses once 
again the concept of activity in Hegel's thought, finding there what he 
now terms "the concrete superiority of the practical over the theoretical 
Idea" (350). Although immediately following this Lukacs mentions another 
key notion in Hegel's text-"the practical Idea still lacks the moment of 
the theoretical Idea" (SL 821 ), a passage that Lenin does not quote
Lenin's overall stress here, which Lukacs follows, is not on the move 
from the practical to the theoretical idea. Rather, it is on practice only. 

Lukacs admiringly recapitulates Lenin's view that "for Hegel action, 
practice, is a logical 'syllogism,' a figure of logic," and that "Marx, 
consequently, clings to Hegel, introducing the criteria of practice into 



184 I Lenin, Hegel, and Western Marxism 

the theory of knowledge. Cf. Theses on Feuerbach" (CW 38:2 12, 2 1 7). 
Lukacs concludes this brief discussion by stating that all of this has 
shown that for Hegel,  "the connections between final causes and man's 
economic activities in particular and-branching out from there-human 
praxis in general . . .  [are] of cardinal importance for his entire philo
sophical system" (35 1 ). Here the concept of practice, of activity, pre
dominates over the dialectic as a whole, and idealism is referred to 
positively only in the sense of action or practice. Thus, despite the more 
sophisticated framework in which the discussion is developed, we are 
really not so fur here from Lukacs's earlier view of Lenin as more 

· "practical" than Marx. 
In passing references elsewhere in The Young Hegel to Lenin's 

Philosophical Notebook5, Lukacs does address the issue of idealism versus 
materialism in a way that implies at least some critique of the reigning 
Stalinist notion of dialectical materialism. He cites Lenin's essay frag
ment "On the Question of Dialectics" from the Philosophical Notebook5, 
quoting Lenin to the effect that "philosophical idealism is only non
sense from the standpoint of crude, metaphysical materialism," as well 
as Lenin's qualification that "idealism is clerical obscurantism." Then 
Lukacs adds his own comment: "With his usual precision Lenin points 
to both sides of the problem. He makes it quite clear that the idealist 
approach necessarily entails religious, clerical overtones" ( 104). This is 
an incredibly one-sided interpretation by a thinker who had once 
admired the decidedly nonclerical neo-idealism of German social theo
rists such as Wilhelm Dilthey and Max Weber and who had attacked 
mechanical materialism in his own Histary and Class Consciousness. 30 

In the 1920s Lukacs had seen Marx's dialectic more as the unity of 
idealism and materialism. In The Young Hegel Lukacs invariably treats 
Lenin's Materialism and Empirio-Criticism as very nearly equivalent to the 
1 9 14- 15 Hegel Notebooks. Lukacs writes at one point in The Young 
Hegel that "in Materialism and Empirio-Criticism and his Philosophical 
Notebook5 Lenin provides the foundations for a dialectical approach to 
the objectivity of knowledge" (5 1 0). Thus, Lukacs does not discuss the 
many passages in Lenin's Hegel Notebooks that have been taken up 
since World War II by other theorists, who have usually stressed Lenin's 
break in 19 14 with the old materialism. Lukacs gives us instead an 
interpretation of Lenin's concept of dialectic where mechanical materi
alism and Hegelian Marxism cohabit3I 

Ernst Bloch 

fn 1949 another major work on Hegel and Marx, Ernst Bloch's Subjekt
Objekt, appeared in an East German edition.32 Whereas Lukacs had 
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written on the young Hegel, Bloch's Marxist reading ranges over the 
whole of Hegel's work, taking up the Phenomerwlogy, the Science of Logic, 
and other works such as the Philosophy of Religian and Philosophy of 
History. At this time Bloch, like Lukacs, expressed orthodox Commu
nist views on political issues but did not always do so on philosophical 
ones, despite the fact that Bloch and his supporters for a time con
trolled the major official East German journal, Zeitschrift fur Philosophie. 
According to Bloch's 1952 preface to Subjekt-Objekt, he actually com
posed much of the book in Cambridge, Massachusetts. In the 1960s 
Bloch moved to West Germany, but he never gave up his commitment 
to Marxism, supporting, for example, the radical student movement of 
1968. In the postscript to a 1962 West German edition of the book, he 
wrote that "in the East today Hegel is no longer popular" ( 13). 

Bloch makes a few references to Lenin's Hegel Notebooks in Subjekt
Objekt, but they are not central to his book. He also makes occasional 
references to Stalin, such as writing that the categories of Hegel's Logic 
are important in the work "of Marx and Engels, of Lenin and Stalin" 
( 162). In his preface Bloch writes that Hegel was "one of Marx's teachers" 
( 12) and that "a person who would study the historical-materialist 
dialectic by leaving out Hegel has no prospect of fully mastering 
historical-dialectical materialism" ( 12). In a chapter entitled "Hegel's 
Death and Life," he claims the heritage of Hegel for Marxism, lamenting 
the decline of Hegelianism within European and especially German 
academic philosophy and sociology after 1850. On the other hand, he 
writes, Hegel's thought l ived on within the Marxist movement, espe
cially in Lenin's work: "Lenin renewed authentic Marxism not least by a 
return to the 'root' of Hegelian dialectics . . . as well as to Hegel's Logic 
itself' (382-83). Bloch quotes several passages from Lenin's Hegel 
Notebooks, including the well-known one on the need to study Hegel's 
Logic to grasp fully Marx's Capital. 

At another point Bloch singles out Lenin's great concern with Hegel's 
concept of the practical idea near the end of the Science of Logic. 
Arguing in a way similar to Lukacs's approach in The Young Hegel, Bloch 
connects this to the Marxist concept of the unity of theory and practice, 
with the emphasis on practice: "Theory leads to concrete practice" 
(425).33 But whereas Lukacs seems to leave the question at the level of the 
primacy of practice over theory in Lenin's Hegel Notebooks, Bloch goes 
on to take up as well the more controversial passages where Lenin 
writes that Hegel's idealism is greater than crude materialism, such as 
Lenin's remark that "intelligent idealism is closer to intelligent material
ism than stupid materialism," or his comment that Hegel "stretches a 
hand to materialism" at the end of the Scimce of Logic ( 431 ). In this sense 
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Bloch's work defends Hegelian idealism more openly than does Lukacs's 
as a major source of Marxist dialectics. 

Nevertheless, this is not without ambiguities. Thus, similar to Lukacs, 
Bloch in Suhjekt-Objekt also praises Lenin's crudely materialist Materialism 
and Empirio-Criticism as a great Marxist critique of "positivism" ( 109), 
seeming not to acknowledge the possibility of a break or even a shift of 
emphasis between that work and Lenin's Hegel Notebooks. I have 
found no discussions of Lenin's Hegel Notebooks in Bloch's other 
writings, except for some passing references in his 1963 Tiibingen 
lectures.34 There is no mention at all of the Hegel Notebooks in Bloch's 
1970 article on the one-hundredth anniversary of Lenin's birth. 35 As 
with the other important Central European Hegelian Marxists during 
this period whom I have taken up, although Bloch was certainly aware 
of Lenin's Hegel Notebooks, he did not discuss them very much. 

Thus, despite the publication of Lenin's Hegel Notebooks in Ger
man in 1932 and the interest that Korsch , Lukacs, and Bloch had in the 
Hegel-Marx relationship, these theorists discuss Lenin's relation to 
Hegel less than one might have expected them to have done. Nonetheless, 
Lenin's Hegel Notebooks were known to these theorists, and they 
remained a point of reference, even if in some cases a negative one. The 
Hegel Notebooks were greeted with more interest, at least in certain 
quarters, in France and the United States, societies whose intellectual 
cultures were decidedly more anti-Hegelian but where, during the 
depression of the 1930s, intellectuals began to tum more seriously than 
before toward an examination of Marxist theory. 

France in the 1 930s: Lefebvre and Guterman 

It was in France on the eve of World War II that Lenin's Hegel Note
books first began to get some serious public discussion by Western 
Marxists. Henri Lefebvre and Norbert Guterman, two unorthodox 
members of the French Communist party, wrote a 130-page introduc
tion to a French edition of Lenin's Hegel Notebooks, which appeared in 
1938 under the title Cahiers sur la dialectique de Hegel, published by the 
prestigious Paris publishing house Gallimard. Lefebvre, one of the 
leading French Marxist theorists, is known more for his critique of 
everyday life and for his writings on alienation, humanism, and the 
young Marx than for his discussion of Lenin and Hegel .  For example, 
George Lichtheim has written that "Lefebvre in 1939 was already gning 
against the official line, which in those years was based on the Leninist 
interpretation of Marxism as a doctrine centered on the analysis of 
capitalism's political and economic contradictions."36 In tact, Lefebvre's 
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study of both Marx's 1844 Manuscripts and Lenin's Hegel Notebooks in 
the 1930s was crucial to the more humanistic, Hegelian Marxism that 
he began to develop. The question was one not of rejecting Lenin but 
rather of how to view Lenin's work. 

Lefebvre's interest in Hegel went back to the 1920s when he, Guterman, 
and other radical intellectuals were drawn to surrealism and founded 
the journal Philosophies. Years later Lefebvre wrote, "I began to read 
Hegel, who led me to Marx," this after the surrealist Andre Breton had 
shown him a copy of Hegel's Science of Logic in 1924.37 Although Hegel 
was not a topic of very much debate in France until the late 1930s, when 
Alexandre Kojeve began his famous seminar, there were some articles 
on Hegel published in the venerable Reuue de metaphysique et de morale 
in 1931 ,  including an important one by Nikolai Hartmann. The next 
year the young Georges Bataille entered the debate over Hegel. Hartmann 
and Bataille each attacked the type of dialectic employed by Hegel 
from the standpoint of science. Bataille's article is notable for its brief 
reference to Lenin's "On the Question of Dialectics," although he was 
seemingly unaware that this fragment was part of a larger whole.38 

Lefebvre joined the Communist party in 1928 and remained an 
unorthodox member until 1958, when he was expelled. During the 1930s 
he and Guterman introduced the first French translations not only of 
Lenin's Hegel Notebooks but also of Marx's "Critique of the Hegelian 
Dialectic" from the 1844 Manuscripts. Marx's critique was published in 
Avant-poste, another journal that they maintained for a brief period.39 On 
the other hand, as in Germany, the party publishing house had rushed 
Lenin's Materialioo and Empirio-Criticioo into print in 1928 , making it 
the first volume of his Collected Work5 to be published in French.40 
Martin jay expresses a widely held view of Lefebvre when he writes that 

well before his departure from the PCF, however, Lefebvre had fought to 
open its mind to a more philosophically and less scientistically inclined 
version of Marxism. And well before the impact on other Marxists of the 
Hegel Renaissance led by Kojeve and Hyppolite, he had taken to heart 
the lesson he had first learned from Breton, that Hegel was crucial for 
the understanding of Marx .... As one of the first in France to read and 
appreciate the importance of the 1844 Paris Manwcripts, he was able to 
see the links between the young Marx and Hegel, in  particular the Hegel 
of the Phenomenology rather than the Logic. 41 

What is missing here, however, is an appreciation of Lefebvre's work 
with Lenin's Hegel Notebooks, to which I now tum. 

Lefebvre and Guterman write that Lenin's Hegel Notebooks show 
"the progress of his thought" since Materialism and Empirio-Critici5m. 42 
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This is their first and only reference to any differences between Lenin's 
Hegel Notebooks and his earlier writings. Although oblique, it implies 
that they see the Hegel Notebooks as the higher development of 
Lenin's concept of dialectic. In fact, their nondiscussion of Materialism 
and Empirio-Critici5m, except in this one brief passage, is rather telling. 

The form in which Guterman and Lefebvre published Lenin's Hegel 
Notebooks is also very significant First, it was printed by a major literary 
and philosophical publisher, Gallimard, not a party press. Second, that 
these notebooks are devoted to the work of Hegel is evident in the title 
itself, Cohiers sur Ia dialectique de Hegel, thus distinguishing this edition 
from the Stalinist editions, which downplay Lenin's concern with Hegel 
by using the more abstract title Philosophical Notebooks. Third, unlike in 
the Stalinist editions, the most important manuscript, Lenin's "Abstract 
of Hegel's Science of Logic, " is presented here by itself in a single volume, 
not mixed with other writings as in the Philosophical Notebooks. 43 This 
does not mean that the edition is without its own problems, however. 
Gallimard insisted that Lenin's comments on Hegel be reproduced not 
in the margins, as he had written them, but with a system of footnotes, 
which tends to muddle Lenin's original text 44 

Guterman and Lefebvre begin their introduction by contending that 
in Lenin's Hegel Notebooks, "the reader finds himself in the presence 
of ideas which, taken in all their significance, in the totality of their aims 
and interests, support the comparison with the greatest philosophical 
works" (7). At the same time, they write that "Lenin was not one of those 
men for whom action is opposed to thought" (9), calling attention to the 
date of composition of the Hegel Notebooks, in the midst of World War 
1: "Lenin reads Hegel at the moment when the unity of the industrial 
world tears itself apart, when the fragments of this unity, which was 
thought to have been realized, violently collide with one another: when 
all of the contradictions unchain themselves. The Hegelian theory of 
contradiction shows him that the moment when the solution, a higher 
unity, seems to move further away, is sometimes that [moment] when it 
is approaching" (9). They write that the virulent nationalism Lenin 
faced in 1 9 14 "already anticipates fascist ideology" (9- 10), linking the 
Hegel Notebooks to the concrete problems of the 1930s. For Lenin in 
1 9 14 and after, "his vision" drawn from the Hegel Notebooks "prepares 
his action" ( 10). 

Lenin, they claim, neither accepted Hegel uncritically nor rejected 
him. For Lenin, they write: "The critical reading [of Hegel] is also a 
creative act Lenin judges Hegel with a severity that one could not have 
except toward oneself-towards one's past, at the moment one sur
mounts it" (12). In this sense Lenin is critically appropriating classical 
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German philosophy for the working class, as Marx and Engels had 
urged. Furthermore, the Hegel Notebooks shed new light on the 
problem of how Marxism is to appropriate Hegel. For most Marxists, 
dialectical method is the only valuable legacy of Hegel, and for them, 
"the content of Hegelianism needs to be rejected" ( 14- 15). For some, 
Hegel's method is the point of departure for a materialist dialectic. For 
others, Hegel's dialectic becomes materialist through Marxism, which is 
"a theory of real forces, their equilibrium and the rupture of this 
mechanical equilibrium" ( 15). 

Guterman and Lefebvre contend that for Lenin in the Hegel 
Notebooks, these issues are "posed in a much more profound and 
concrete manner" ( 15). They give as an example Lenin's discussion of 
the final chapter of Hegel's Science of Logic, "'The Absolute Idea": "Hegelian 
idealism has an objective aspect His theory of religion and the state is 
unacceptable. However, as Lenin remarks, the most idealistic chapter of 
Hegel's Logic, that on the Absolute Idea, is at the same time the most 
materialist" ( 15). Therefore, any "inversion" of Hegel by Marxists "cannot 
be a simple operation" ( 16). 

Speaking in terms with some existentialist overtones, Guterman and 
Lefebvre take issue with Hegel as a "metaphysician" ( 1 7). They also 
point to three sets of issues in need of discussion. First are those 
"problems already elaborated by dialectical materialism" ( 19), including 
the theory of contradiction, dialectical relativism, and the unity of 
subject and object as well as of theory and practice. Second come those 
"problems on which the founders of Marxism gave precise indications, 
but which need to be taken up again in light  of contemporary philo
sophical thought" ( 19). These include categories such as consciousness 
and ideology, praxis, and "the relation of the individual to the social" 
( 19). Third come "open problems," "perspectives for the development 
of dialectical thought" ( 19), issues presumably not addressed very much 
by Marx, Engels, or Lenin. Here one of the key issues mentioned is that 
of alienation. 

From this point on most of their long introduction is taken up with 
these and other general problems in Hegel's thought and its relevance 
to Marxism, with only occasional references to Lenin's Hegel Notebooks. 
Because of this, the Hegel Notebooks unfortunately never get the type 
of serious and probing discussion that they deserve, even according to 
Guterman and Lefebvre's own statements at the beginning of their 
introduction . Instead, Guterman and Lefebvre discuss at some length 
general concepts within dialectics such as contradiction, totality, and 
negativity. They also critique non-Marxist Hegelians such as Benedetto 
Croce for having down played the concept of contradiction and contrast 



190 I Lenin, Hegel, and Western Marxism 

the concept of totality both to that of the isolated bourgeois individual 
and to the way in which "the fascist state makes a parody out of the 
actually existing totality" (34). On the other hand, Hegel's concept of 
negativity as "the principal motor of the dialectical movement" is not, 
they argue, to be confused with the existentialist concept of" Nothingness" 
(4 1) .  

Unlike those Marxists who would reduce dialectic to a theory of 
knowledge fgnosiologie] only, Guterman and Lefebvre hold that Lenin 
was interested as much in the "living context" (50) of Hegel's dialectic as 
he was in the method alone. Nor can dialectic be reduced to a set of 
formal laws. They write that after Lenin has made his study of Hegel, 
"he insists on certain laws which Hegel has left in the shadows: The law 
of development in a spiral (in being and in thought). Rapport and 
interaction ofform and content. Unity of theory and practice. Unity of 
the relative and the absolute, of the finite and the infinite" (52-53). In 
keeping with the aversion to totality so characteristic of French thought 
in the twentieth century,45 they contrast Hegel's "closed totality" to the 
"open totality" of "Marx-Lenin" (54-55). This closed totality is  found in 
the chapter on the absolute idea in the Science of Logic, at which point, 
in their view, "Hegel hypostasizes negativity, as if a mystical force from 
the depths," casting it down. In this way, having thrown down negativity, 
in the final chapter Hegel "mystifies his system" (59).  Another major 
flaw in Hegel is that he fetishizes reason: "In pushing rationalism to the 
absurd, Hegel compromises it" (65). Neither the view that Hegel's 
Science of Logic ends in a closed totality where negativity is abandoned 
nor a critique of Hegel for pushing reason to the absurd can be found 
in the text of Lenin's Hegel Notebooks. They are, however, key concepts 
in surrealist thought, possibly carried over by Guterman and Lefebvre 
from the 1920s.46 The previously cited comments are therefore an 
example of the problematic nature of their introduction, which too 
often tends to impose their own interpretation of the dialectic on 
Lenin's text, since at no point do they indicate where their own view 
differs from Lenin's interpretation of Hegel's Science of Logic. 

Critiquing Hegel's concept of consciousness, Guterman and Lefebvre 
refer to Lenin once again: "Hegel's Logic-as Lenin saw-reattaches 
consciousness to the movement of the universe, by degree, contradicting 
in this way the notion of the Hegelian system of a closed subje�tivity. 
Hegel, in a sense, opens up consciousness and reintegrates it into 
universal interaction. Materialism prolongs and specifies this interaction, 
reintegrating into daily life concrete human existence" (79). Although 
no textual reference to Lenin's Hegel Notebooks is given to support 
such a conclusion (and I could not find any), it does have strong 
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overtones o f  Lefebvre's later writings o n  the problem o f  everyday 
life. 

Throughout, Hegel, MaiX, and Lenin are contrasted to Heidegger 
and Nietzsche. This is an effort to make Lenin and Hegel actual for the 
philosophical debates of the 1930s. Guterman and Lefebvre write : ''To 
Nietzsche's formula 'Man must be surpassed,' MaiXism responds: ' Man 
i'i the one who surpasses' " (85 ). This strong affirmation of MaiXism as a 
humanism is preceded by an attack on the "line of irrationalist idealism, 
from Kierkegaard to Heidegger" (75). They defend the Hegelian-MaiXian 
notion of a social individual versus both liberalism and fascism, the 
latter of "which poses the nation and the collectivity as absolute, exterior 
and superior values, before which the individual must stand aside" (89). 

An entire section of their introduction is devoted to the category of 
practice. Much as Lenin did, Guterman and Lefebvre connect practice 
to "the interaction of man and nature" (97). Again following Lenin, they 
emphasize Hegel's section on the idea of the good just before the 
concluding chapter of the Science of Logic, a section where, as we have 
seen in the discussion on Lukacs, Hegel greatly stresses action and the 
practical idea. Guterman and Lefebvre's view is a bit different here from 
that of Lukacs, however, since they emphasize the moment of utopian
ism within both Hegel's text and the philosophical tradition: "The Idea 
of the Good was the non-revolutionary form, parallel to utopianism, of 
lhuman] aspirations and demands . . . .  These aspirations are transposed, 
or sublimate themselves, alienate themselves in mystical forms (religion, 
magic, mysticism)" ( 103). They conclude that the materialist dialectic, 
f(>llowing as it does after Hegel, "unites the real and the possible" ( 105). 

A final section of their introduction is devoted to the concept of 
alienation, a category found in MaiX's 1844 Manuscnpts but not in 
Lenin's Hegel Notebooks. For Hegel, they hold, the development of the 
idea is a process of various stages of alienation. Only MaiX shows how a 
"larger and more effective" concept of reason results from a critique of 
Hegel's concept of alienation. Ludwig Feuerbach's error was to repudi
ate not only "Hegelian idealism" but also "the dialectic" ( 128), whereas 
MaiX held onto the dialectic. They sum up the whole introduction by 
discussing the Hegelian idea in a "materialist sense" ( 134) . Besides the 
categories that one would expect in a Hegelian MaiXism-self-movement 
of humanity and nature, unity of finite and infinite and of human being 
and nature, the total human being, the bringing down to earth of what 
the human spirit and religions had yearned for-there is also a quota
tion from the nineteenth-century symbolist poet Arthur Rimbaud on 
the unity of "body and soul" ( 134-35) giving once again a flavor of their 
surrealism of the 1 920s. 
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Thus, far from being a close textual analysis of Lenin's Hegel 
Notebooks, this French edition of the notebooks was for Guterman and 
Lefebvre the occasion for a broad statement on Hegelian Marxism. A 

. focus on the fluid, self-developing character of Hegel's dialectic is what 
stands out in their account, albeit with some overtones of both surreal
ism and existentialism, which are hardly to be found in Lenin's text A 
more serious problem is their sharp critique of Hegel's concept of 
totality in the chapter on the absolute idea, which puts a certain 
distance between Hegelian and Marxist thought, a separation that is 
not found in Lenin's Hegel Notebooks, at least not on this particular 
issue. In this way, as it was with Lukacs, it is two Western Hegelian 
Marxists who are surprisingly anxious to put a greater distance between 
themselves and Hegel's idealism than did Lenin in his own Hegel 
Notebooks. 

The best-known result of Lefebvre's grappling in the 1930s with 
Marx's 1844 Manuscripts and Lenin's Hegel Notebooks is the book he 
published in 1939, Dialectical Materialism. Although this book never 
mentions Lenin's Hegel Notebooks, much of the type of Hegelian 
Marxism developed in Guterman and Lefebvre's introduction to them 
is carried over into Dialectical Materialism. As did Lenin in the Hegel 
Notebooks, Lefebvre here stresses that in the Science of Logic Hegel "saw 
the absolute Idea as a unity of practice and knowledge, of the creative 
activity and thought"47  Lefebvre adds, however, that unfortunately 
"Hegel did not elucidate action itself" (50-5 1) and that in the Science of 
Logic "Hegel's system . . .  abolishes both contradiction and Becoming" 
in the end (57). Other themes flow more directly from Marx's 1844 
Manuscripts and its focus on Hegel's Phenomenology, while on the other 
hand, Lefebvre seems almost to reject the Science of Logic, based on 
Marx's characterization of Hegel's logic as the "money of the spirit" In 
this sense Lefebvre's reading of Hegel is somewhat different from that of 
Lenin. In addition, Lefebvre expresses great reservations about Hegel's 
central category, the negation of the negation, something that Stalinist 
philosophers have attacked incessantly, as have the Althusserians in the 
more recent period. 

Still other passages of Dialectical Materiolism show the markedly Hegelian 
character of Lefebvre's Marxism, as for example when he describes 
Marx's historical materialism as "the unity of idealism and materialism" 
(72). Lefebvre further suggests that Hegel's Science of Logic was "rehabili
tated" by Marx in 1858, after having been previously rejected by him 
from 1844 on, as Marx worked on the Critique of Political Economy and 
Capital and wrote his well-known letter to Engels on having glanced 
through Hegel's Logic. 48 The last half of the book exhibits a fairly 
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obvious existentialist bent, as when Lefebvre, unlike many other 
interpreters, such as Marcuse,49 stresses that the relation of nature to 
the human being is one of"fatality or brute chance" ( 137), at least in the 
preindustrial world. 

Unfortunately, even though the political situation facing Lefebvre in 
France did permit both the publication and discussion of Lenin's Hegel 
Notebooks, as well as the elaboration of a Hegelian Marxism, the latter 
based in part on the notebooks, as seen in Dialectical Materialism, the 
years of their publication, 1 938 and 1939, were hardly ones permitting 
a very wide discussion. The Nazi occupation soon drove underground 
both Marxism generally and Lefebvre personally.50 The discussion 
begun in 1 938 on Hegelian Marxism, including the one on Lenin and 
Hegel, could and did emerge with a new urgency only in the postwar 
period. 

France, 1944-53 

The first substantial discussion of Lenin and Hegel in postwar France 
was again by Lefebvre, in his book Logiqtll! farmelle, logiqtll! dialectiqtll! 
( 1947), issued by the official Communist party publishing house. Origi
nally conceived, according to the author, as part of an eight-volume 
"treatise on dialectical materialism," this project was never completed. 
Lefebvre wrote that the volume was based mainly on lecture notes for 
courses from the early 1930s.51 Lefebvre discusses Lenin and Hegel not 
in the main text but in a lengthy appendix. 52 

The appendix begins with the well-known quotation from Lenin's 
Hegel Notebooks: "Aphorism: It is impossible 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� century have understood Marx!" (CW 38: 180). 
Lefebvre argues that "this remark by Lenin is especially directed against 
Plekhanov" (227), whom Lenin in the same part of his notebooks accuses 
of having criticized idealist philosophers "from a vulgar materialist point 
of view rather than a dialectical materialist one" (227). Lefebvre also 
called attention to Lenin's 1 922 speech recommending the direct study 
of Hegel ,  calling it "Lenin's philosophical testament" (228). 

In this book Lefebvre also makes limited use of Lenin's earlier 
Materialioo and Empirio-Criticioo, viewing the Hegel Notebooks as both 
a break and a continuity with that early work (23 1 ). Other writers, such 
as Dunayevskaya, have seen it as a break with Lenin's earlier writings, 
holding that Lenin intended the critique of vulgar materialism to apply 
not only to Plekhanov but also to his own early Materialioo and Empirio-
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Criticism. 53 Nonetheless, the central thrust of Lefebvre's argument here 
is for a critical recovery by Marxists of Hegel's dialectic: 

These citations suffice to show the great and profound character of 
dialectical materialism. Without ceasing to judge philosophical idealism 
(theref ore without falling into an eclecticism, without mixing together 
idealism and materialism), it rehabilitates, in a sense, this idealism .... 
Dialectical materialism absorbs idealism insofur as the latter involves a 
content. Objective idealism tends toward a thorough-going materialism. 
Dialectical materialism does not oppose one systematic doctrine to another. 
Resulting from the unity of objective idealism and a thorough-going 
materialism, it goes beyond any unilaterality. (236) 

Here Lefebvre stops short of the standpoint central to Marx's 1844 
Manuscripts of a "naturalism or humanism" that "distinguishes itself 
both from Idealism and Materialism, and is, at the same time, the truth 
uniting both,"54 a standpoint to which he had seemed closer in his 
Dialectical Materiali5m. 

Lefebvre also takes up the writings of Hegel, Engels, and Lenin on 
the finite and the infinite and on understanding and reason. He singles 
out Lenin's discussion of transition from logic to nature at the end of 
Hegel's Science of Logic, quoting Lenin's Hegel Notebooks as follows: 
"This phrase is very remarkable. Transition from the logical idea to 
Nature. Stretching a hand to materialism. Engels was right: Hegel's 
system is a materialism turned upside down" (258). Following Lenin's 
argument in the notebooks, Lefebvre connects nature not only to 
materialism but also to practice, especially to "social practice": "It is 
essential to note-and Lenin insists strongly on this point-that prac
tice and the concept are thus degrees, moments of thought, which then 
recognize and rationally legitimate dialectical method" (258). This element, 
practice, as we have seen, also drew much attention from Lukacs . 

As part of a philosophical debate in the 1940s between existentialism 
and Marxism, Lefebvre occasionally mentions what he considers to be 
points of difference between these two perspectives. The first point that 
he brings up in this regard is Hegel's concept of identity: "the principle 
of identity is necessary to the progression of the categories . . . .  This is 
why Hegel, even though abstractly, has shown that contradictory con
cepts are the aspects of a 'higher' unity. Without this rationality, the 
Hegelian dialectic falls back to the irrational level of a pseudo-dialectic 
and becomes, as with Heidegger, a metaphysics of being and nothingness" 
(245 � Although Heidegger is the one actually named, a reference to 
Jean-Paul Sartre's Being and Nothingness ( 1943) is strongly suggested. 55 At 
a later point in his appendix, Lefebvre brings Lenin's Hegel Notebooks 
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directly into the debate:  "Notice how Lenin, as a great realist, leaves 
aside the disillusioning [desabm�] and strongly 'existentialist' reflections 
by Hegel on 'sorrow and finitude' " (279) in the Logic. 

As to the relative importance of the three books that form Hegel's 
Science of Logic -"The Doctrine of Being," "The Doctrine of Essence," 
and "The Doctrine of the Notion"-Lefebvre quotes Engels: "That the 
detail of his [Hegel's] philosophy of nature is full of nonsense I will of 
course gladly grant you, but his real philosophy of nature is to be found 
in the second part of the Logic, in the theory of Essence, the true core 
of the whole doctrine. The modem scientific theory of the interaction 
of natural forces is, however, only another expression or rather the 
positive proof of Hegel's argument about cause and effect" (280). Lefebvre 
seems to follow Engels's lead in giving great stress to the book on 
essence in both the applicability of Hegel's Science of Logic to Marxism 
and in his view of its importance within Lenin's Hegel Notebooks. As I 
will show later when I discuss the debates among Raya Dunayevskaya, 
C. L. R. James, and Grace Lee on this issue in the United States during 
the 1940s, this procedure is questionable, given that Lenin devoted 
more space in the notebooks to Hegel's doctrine of the notion than to 
essence. Here Lefebvre ignores what he himself quoted earlier from 
Lenin's treatment of the doctrine of notion in the Science of Logic, where 
Lenin was surprised to find that the concluding chapter on the absolute 
idea contains "the least idealism" and is devoted instead to "dialectical 
method" (234) . In fact, far from this leading Lefebvre into the final 
sections of the Science of Logic, he remains very hostile to what he 
considers to be Hegel's concept of ''the eternal and the absolute" (247) . 

Much of Lefebvre's appendix is taken up with long quotations on 
dialectics from Hegel, Engels, and Lenin, and occasionally from Marx. 
These quotations often follow each other directly in the text, with only 
footnotes indicating the source. This form of presentation stresses the 
commonality of dialectical logic in Hegel and in the Marxist tradition . 
The appendix ends on a rather pedestrian note, returning to the scientistic 
materialism of Engels: "Engels formulated three dialectical laws: transfor
mation of quantity into quality, and reciprocally-interpenetration of 
opposites-negation of the negation" (283) . The doors to a newer view 
of Marxism's relation to Hegel that had been opened now seem to 
close, as the reader is returned to a far narrower concept of dialectic, 
already well known to official dialectical materialism. The sense of 
doors closing becomes even stronger when Lefebvre then quotes 
approvingly Stalin's "fourth" dialectical principle, "universal interdepen
dence" (283) . The doors appear to open slightly again when Lefebvre 
concludes that since Stalin had added a fourth law of dialectics, "these 
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differences show that the question of dialectical laws remains an open 
question" (284). Lefebvre adds provisionally a fifth law of dialectics, that 
of "development in a spiral'' (284). In the end, however, no real contrast 
has been drawn to Engels's or even Stalin's mechanistic concepts of 
dialectics. With the five dialectical laws of Engels, Stalin, and Lefebvre, 
the reader is left wondering why it is necessary to return to Hegel 
directly at all, or even to Lenin's Hegel Notebooks. 

A second major difficulty with this discussion by Lefebvre is its 
placement in his book as an appendix. This tends to make the detailed 
discussion of texts directly on dialectics in Hegel, Engels, and Lenin 
seem to be only a technical one, for the specialist rather than for the 
general reader, especially since no discussion of Lenin's Hegel Note
books occurs in the main text Whether intentional or not, this form of 
presentation did not evoke much discussion among those intellectuals
existentialists, dissident Marxists, and leftist Catholics-who were at that 
very moment debating the significance of Marx's 1844 Manuscripts so hotly. 

The fact that Lenin's Hegel Notebooks were here tied so closely to 
Engels (and even to Stal in!) on dialectics helped, however accidentally, 
to cover over their new and creative elements. The tone of the presenta
tion here is different from that of Guterman and Lefebvre's 1938 
introduction to their edition of Lenin's Hegel Notebooks. In 1938 there 
was, as we saw, a real sense of novelty, of discovery, of creativity. 
Critiques of established Marxism were strongly stated or at least suggested 
from a reading of Lenin's Hegel Notebooks. That element of self
critique of established Marxism is almost entirely missing in Lefebvre's 
194 7 text, despite its more detailed treatment of the Hegel Notebooks. 
This problem was accentuated by the fact that the 1938 edition of the 
notebooks had been destroyed during the occupation and was not 
reprinted until 1967. 

Nonetheless, there were enough new elements in Lefebvre's Logi,qu£ 
Jormelle, logique dialectique to subject him to furious attacks from other 
Communists for "idealism."56 Despite his many concessions to the offi
cial version of dialectical materialism, there were still, for example, only 
a few references to Lenin's Materialism and Empirio-Criticism. With regard 
to Lenin and Hegel in France, by this time even Lukacs was of very little 
assistance to opening a serious debate. The concluding chapter of 
Lukacs's polemical Existentialisme ou Marxisme? published in French in 
1948, one year after Lefebvre's Logique Jormelle, lngique dialectique, was 
entitled "The Leninist Theory of Cognition and the Problems of Mod
em Philosophy." Here Lukacs calls Lenin's Materialism and Empirio
Criticism his "principal philosophical work," one that he embraces 
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uncritically because of "the preponderant place it gives to philosophical 
materialism" in "the imperialist epoch."57 Throughout this book Lukacs 
refers frequently to Materialism and Empirio-Criticism, with only occasional, 
almost covert, references to Lenin's Hegel Notebooks. 

By 1949, in an essay of "self-criticism" published in the party journal 
La Nouvelk Critique, Lefebvre retreats still further from Hegel, taking 
back, for example, his earlier statements on the "rehabilitation" of 
idealism by dialectical materialism in both Dialectical Materialism and 
Logique Jormelle, logique dialectique. In this article not only Stalin but even 
Stalin's chief ideologue, Andrei Zhdanov, is quoted as an authority on 
the Hegel-Marx relationship. Zhdanov's infamous statement that "the 
question of Hegel was settled long ago" is essentially supported by 
Lefebvre, although he does timidly advance the notion that "it seems 
difficult to understand and assimilate Marx's dialectic without having 
studied, understood, and assimilated the Hegelian dialectic."58 Backing 
away once again from Hegel, however, he writes that the main danger is 
one of "overestimation of the Hegelian dialectic." This rather sad eighteen
page essay ends by attacking Marxist humanism as a possible diversion 
away from Marxism toward liberalism and by applauding the discussions, 
then taking place in Stalin's Russia, both on Stalin's concept of genetics 
and on socialist realism in art 

The same period, 1945-50, also saw the rise of a Left Hegelianism in 
France, as seen to some degree in the writings of Sartre and Maurice 
Merleau-Ponty, but most importantly in those of Alexandre Kojeve and 
Jean Hyppolite. Whereas Kojeve popularized Hegel's Ph£rwmenology in 
his famous 1930s lectures, which were published in book form in 194 7, 
it was Hyppolite who made the greatest contribution, first translating 
the Phenomenology and then writing the major French commentary on 
it, both in 1946.59 Hyppolite also wrote a probing and largely favorable 
review of Lukacs's Young Hegel in 195 1. 60 Lenin's Hegel Notebooks were 
certainly known to all these writers. John Heckman, the translator for 
the English edition of Hyppolite's major work, Genesis and Structure of 
Hegel 's Phenomenology, writes in his introduction: "The fact that Lenin 
had spent six months in the midst of World War I reading Hegel could 
not but modifY the Stalinist image of him being put forward. In addi
tion the obvious importance Lenin accorded Hegel not only went 
against the Stalinist image, but was also in tune with the philosophical 
preoccupations of many non-Marxists."61 In 1948, in an essay on Marx, 
Hyppolite wrote: "Any reading of Capital is sufficient to convince one of 
the influence of Hegel's Logic. One realizes-as Lenin obsenred-that 
one must master the Logic to follow Marx's position and arguments."62 
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The United States, 1 94 1-53: From Marcuse to the 
Johnson-Forest Tendency 

Lenin's relation to Hegel was raised also in the United States during the 
1940s, first by Frankfurt School member Herbert Marcuse, who was 
then living in New York. The discussion was hampered by a thirty-year 
gap between the appearance in English of Materialism and Empirio
Criticism, first published in 1 927,  and the Hegel Notebooks, not pub
lished until 1958. The first English-language edition of Materialism and 
Empirio-Criticism had listed the subsequently prominent philosopher 
Sidney Hook as the cotranslator.63 

Although not addressing Lenin's Hegel Notebooks directly, in Reason 
and Revolution ( 194 1 )  Marcuse does suggest that "Lenin insisted on 
dialectical method to such an extent that he considered it the hallmark 
of revolutionary Marxism," drawing a contrast between Lenin's Marxism 
and the mechanistic materialism of Trotsky and Bukharin.64 Marcuse 
also contrasts Lenin's preoccupation with dialectical methodology to 
the reformist socialist Eduard Bernstein's rejection of the "snare" of the 
dialectic in favor of what Marcuse terms "the revival of common sense 
as the organon of knowledge" and to Karl Kautsky's "revisionist" Marxism, 
which, writes Marcuse, was "tested by the standards of positivist sociol
ogy and transformed into natural science."65 Marcuse's brief discussion 
of Lenin on dialectics takes up not the Hegel Notebooks but rather 
the other, shorter texts Lenin wrote in the 1920s. Later on, in his 
Saviet Marxism ( 1958), Marcuse avoids any discussion of Lenin and 
Hegel, concennating instead on Soviet Marxism in the Stalin and 
post-Stalin period.66 

Marcuse's Reason and Revolution was the first Hegelian Marxist book 
published in English, and it was also the first to discuss seriously Marx's 
1844 Manuscript5. 67 It received a warm response from some of the 
leaders of the Johnson-Forest Tendency, a dissident minority grouping 
inside the American Trotskyist movement whose theorists produced 
some innovative social and political theory. This grouping, sometimes 
also referred to as the State Capitalist Tendency, drew its name from the 
pen names of its two main theorists, the Trinidad-born historian and 
culture critic C. L. R. James (who wrote under the name ]. R. Johnson) 
and the Russian-born economist and former secretary to Trotsky, Raya 
Dunayevskaya (who wrote under the name Freddie Forest). A third 
important theorist in the group was the Chinese-American philosopher 
Grace Lee (Boggs). 
' Years later, in a 1979 memorial article written just after Marcuse's 

death, Dunayevskaya recounted some of their early enthusiasm for 
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Marcuse's book: "In that seminal work, Marcuse established the Human
ism of Marxism, and re-established the revolutionary dialectic of Hegel
Marx, for the first time for the American public. It is impossible to 
f(nget the indebtedness we felt for Marcuse when that breath of fresh 
air and vision of a truly classless society was published."68 During the 
1 940s Dunayevskaya, James, and Lee did important theoretical work in 
several areas: ( 1 )  They developed a concept of Stalin's Russia as a 
totalitarian state capitalist society and opposed the World War II from a 
Left Marxist perspective.69 (2) They critiqued the emergent labor bureau
rracy and wrote on shop-floor revolts of rank-and-file labor as examples 
of worker creativity. (3) At the same time, they made some important 
contributions to conceptualizing the crucial place of the Black revolt in 
the U.S.  radical movement (4) They were also among the first in the 
United States to discuss Marx's 1844 Manwmpts, Marx's debt to Hegel, 
and, most important for our purposes, Lenin's Hegel Notebooks. 

For the most part, even the often celebrated and left-oriented "New 
York intellectuals" of the 1940s were usually uninterested in or even 
downright hostile .toward Hegelian thought, let alone to Lenin's Hegel 
Notebooks.70 This limited the impact of both Marcuse's work and that 
of the Johnson-Forest Tendency. For example, Sidney Hook, then still a 
Marxist, wrote two stinging attacks on Marcuse's Reruon and Revolution 
when it appeared in 194 1 .  In a review in The New Republic Hook 
expresses particular hostility to Marcuse's use of Hegelian dialectics to 
rri tique the positivist sociology of Auguste Comte. Defending positivism, 
Hook writes that it "seeks to discover by scientific, not dialectical, 
methods what the facts are."71 In a second, equally hostile review, Hook 
terms Marcuse's book a "tendentious apologetic" for Hegel's thought.72 
A somewhat similar attitude is found in some retrospective remarks by 
Daniel Bell, who did not become a prominent New York intellectual 
until the 1950s. Bell ridicules Dunayevskaya for supposedly making "a 
major theoretical effort to convince workers that a knowledge of Hegel's 
Science of Logic was necessary to understand Lenin." In a rather revealing 
attempt at humor that indicates how unusual the Johnson-Forest Ten
dency theorists-a Black man and two women-must have appeared to 
the New York intdlectuals of the period, Bell attempts to disparage 
James's theoretical work by describing him as an "acknowledged auth
ority . . .  on cricket" and also ridicules that of Dunayevskaya by describ
ing her as "matriarchal."73 

Bell's remark-itself rather tendentious-about convincing workers 
of the need to study Hegel does hint at an important and unique aspect 
of the Johnson-Forest Tendency. Unlike Marcuse, who soon went to 
work for the State Department, its members constituted a leftist revolu-
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tionary "tendency"-although not a party, since they tended to reject 
traditional vanguardist as well as social democratic forms of the party. 
Dunayevskaya, James, and Lee viewed Lenin's Hegel Notebooks as one 
of the most important texts in Marxist philosophy and used it as part of 
a broad project of rethinking not only Marxist philosophy but also 
Marxist economics, politics, and even the concept of organization. By 
1947 Lee had translated parts of Marx's 1844 ManWicripts, 74 Dunayev
skaya had translated parts of Lenin's Hegel Notebooks, and all three 
theorists had begun to study Hegel intensively. 

The first product of this effort was James's book-length manuscript, 
published in mimeographed form in 1948, Notes on Dialectics. 75 James's 
book has a very informal structure, centering generally on a chapter-by
chapter discussion of Hegel's Science of Logic, but with frequent asides to 
Marx, Lenin, Trotsky, the French and the Russian revolutions, and the 
contemporary political scene. On Marx's relation to Hegel, James writes: 
"If it is possible to say of Marxism that it is the most idealistic of 
materialisms, it is equally true of Hegel's dialectic that it is the most 
materialistic of idealisms" ( 1 7 1 ). James begins his book with a long 
quotation from Lenin's 19 15 essay fragment "On the Question of 
Dialectics," quoting as well Lenin's aphorism in the Hegel Notebooks: 
"It is impossible completely to understand Marx's Capital, and espe
cially its first chapter, without having thoroughly studied and under
stood the whole of Hegel's Logic " (8). James writes that Lenin's Hegel 
Notebooks were written during a period when "Lenin in 19 14 found 
himself in Zurich , with the world and his categories breaking to 
pieces . . . .  He made notes on the Logic . . . . Sidney Hook once told me 
there wasn't much to them. Quite right. For him, there wasn't much" 
(99). This, writes James, is because Hook was an "academician," but 
"there is plenty for us" (99), he concludes.76 

In his treatment of Lenin in Notes on Dialectics, James focuses on his 
discussion of Hegel's concept of leaps or breaks in gradual, evolution
ary change. James connects this to Lenin's 19 14-15  revolutionary slogan 
"tum the imperialist war into a civil war" ( 100). To James, the notions 
not only of leaps but also of "spontaneous activity and self-movement" 
( 10 1 )  are key concepts to be drawn from Lenin's Hegel Notebooks. 
James draws philosophical, political, and organizational conclusions 
from this: "You know nothing about organization unless at every step 
you relate it to its opposite, spontaneity" ( 1 15). Furthermore, he writes, 
"the task today is to abolish organization," or at least organization "as we 
have known it," and to develop the "free creative activity of the proletariat" 
( 1 1 7). 

How is this spontaneist concept to be squared with Lenin's concept 
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of the vanguard party? To James, Lenin's 1 9 1 7  embrace of the soviets, 
and above all, his book State and Revolution, showed a break in Lenin's 
thought on the issue of organization and spontaneity, at least in part 
based on Lenin's study of Hegel in 19 14- 15 ( 138-39). In his spontaneist 
reading of Lenin and Hegel,  James terms the traditional Leninist 
concept of the party a "noose around our necks" (223). By focusing on 
the issue of vanguardism and bureaucracy versus the spontaneity of 
mass workers movements, James made Lenin and Hegel a concrete 
issue for Marxist theory and practice. At the same time, however, this 
approach left many other issues hanging. Having written an eclectic but 
interesting analysis, James never took it much further, either on Hegel 
or on Lenin. The task of developing these concepts with greater theoretic 
rigor fell to the two other theorists of the Johnson-Forest Tendency, 
especially Dunayevskaya. 

In February and March 1949 Dunayevskaya made the first complete 
English translation from the Russian of the greater part of Lenin's Hegel 
Notebooks, both the lengthy "Abstract of Hegel's Science of Logic " and 
the much shorter notes on Hegel's Histary of Philosophy. 77 During that 
year Dunayevskaya also wrote a series of analyses of Lenin and Hegel as 
part of an extensive three-way correspondence on dialectics between 
herself, James, and Lee.78 Although most of the letters were addressed 
to a particular individual, all of them appear to have been shared and 
studied by all three. They are very rich in content and constitute drafts 
for a joint book on dialectics that was never completed because of 
theoretical disagreements. 

Dunayevskaya's first letter analyzing Lenin's Hegel Notebooks accom
panied her translation of the first part of Lenin's "Abstract of Hegel's 
Science of Logic, " his commentary on "The Doctrine of Being," the first 
section of Hegel's book. In a· seeming critique of James's Notes on 
Diakctics, she writes: "You will enjoy these notes on Being which you 
practically skipped over in your hurry to get to Essence" (Dunayevskaya 
to James, 2/ 18/49). In this letter she stresses the concreteness of Lenin's 
concern with being and "the necessity to begin with [the] simplest 
categories, because . . .  in philosophy, economics and politics . . .  those 
simple categories 'contain the whole.' " In particular, she is impressed 
with Lenin's discussion of Hegel on appearance [Schein], especially 
Lenin's remark "that appearance is also objective," since this challenges 
any attempts to reduce appearance to essence. 

Although in this first letter she asks James to be patient about 
receiving the translation of the next section of Lenin's abstract, that on 
essence, less than a week later she writes: "Herewith Lenin's Notes on 
Essence; I am moving fdSter than I had counted on" (Dunayevskaya to 
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James, 2/25/49). Once again, she stresses the dialectical relationship 
between appearance and essence: "Lenin notes, further, not only that 
Essence must appear . . .  but he emphasizes that even more [appearance] 
is 'one of the determinations of essence.' " Dunayevskaya also takes up 
the issue of causality in this letter, stressing the way in which Lenin, 
following Hegel, breaks with the rigid empiricist distinction between 
cause and effect In her 1978 retrospective piece Dunayevskaya sums 
this point up: "At this stage, Lenin also breaks with his previous concept 
of causality, seeing that what is cause becomes what is effect, and vice 
versa, and presses home the concept of totality."79 She concludes this 
letter to James with some glowing remarks on Hegel's dialectic: "What a 
dialectician that Hegel was; nothing else can explain the sheer genius of 
that man's language which defines identity as 'unseparated difference,' 
and now as he enters actuality and totality, totality is found as 'sundered 
completeness.' " She adds: "I am ready to follow him [Lenin] into 
Notion." 

A few weeks later, Dunayevskaya completes the translation of Lenin's 
abstract, sending to James Lenin's notes on "The Doctrine of the Notion," 
the third section of Hegel's Science of Logic. She calls attention once 
again to the fact that these notes are longer than all the preceding 
material combined and calls this an "outstanding difference" between 
Lenin's view of Hegel and that in James's Notes on Dialectics, where James 
had not given very much stress to the abstract philosophical issues in 
Hegel's section on the notion. She also attempts a sketch of Lenin's 
theoretical development during the period 19 14- 1 7: "Lenin was looking 
for a new universal. He found Hegel's Idea . . . .  And even then Lenin 
couldn't fashion his new universal :  revolution to a man, until there 
appeared the Soviets, 1 9 1 7  version. The Idea had him pose the ques
tion correctly; the Russian masses supplied the practice; and then Lenin 
arrived and unified the two and called it State and Revolution" 
(Dunayevskaya to James, 3/ 12/49). The rest of her letter stresses the 
concrete, earthy character of Hegel's section on the notion, at least in 
Lenin's reading of it, with its references to practice as well as theory and 
its treatment of labor in the section on teleology. She concludes by 
arguing that Lenin's remark on the need to grasp Hegel's Science of Logic 
to understand Capital must be read alongside his remark in the next 
sentence of his abstract to the effect that "Marxists criticized the Kantians 
and the Humists at the beginning of the twentieth century more in the 
Feuerbachian (and Buchnerian) than in the Hegelian manner." Duna
yevskaya argues that, since Lenin also mentions a critique of "Machism" 
in this passage, this critique of "Marxists" thus "evidently includes 
himself, as he is the only one in addition to Plekhanov who had 
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bothered much with Machism." Thus, to Dunayevskaya, Lenin here is 
making a sharp self-critique of his own early work, Materialism and 
Empirio-Criticism. 

During this same period Dunayevskaya was also in touch with the 
leading Marxist art critic Meyer Schapiro, attempting to interest him in 
helping her to publish her translation of Lenin's Hegel Notebooks. 
Schapiro responds: "I have read Lenin's Notebooks on Hegel, in the 
French translation by N. Guterman (with a very long and enthusiastic 
preface by Guterman and Lefebvre). I don't share your great enthusi
asm for Lenin's marginalia, but I am impressed by the fact that Lenin 
was able to immerse himself in Hegel during the war and to find some 
inspiration from philosophy on the eve of the most important event in 
his life and perhaps in all history."80 He also writes regarding publishing 
prospects that "the notebooks of Lenin have very little actuality for 
American philosophers or students of Russian affairs" and suggests that 
she publish them in a Trotskyist theoretical journal. Two weeks later, he 
writes: "Your letters are very exciting as well as excited and almost 
inspire me to reread Hegel-for whom I have always had a weakness."Bl 
He further reflects on the difficulties of such a publishing project and 
concludes: "But I will, in any case, be glad to help-when you have 
translated the notes and written your preface, I will gladly submit them 
for you to Oxford and other publishers." None of these and other 
attempts to publish an English-language edition of Lenin's Hegel Note
books came to fruition during this period. Years later Dunayevskaya 
wrote: "When I completed the translation of Lenin's Abstract of Hegel's 
'Science of lpgic' in 1949, I looked for a publisher for it, knocking on 
many doors and meeting with the Columbia University Russian Depart
ment, but publication had to wait until 1957 with my Marxism and 
Freedom. "82 The Hegel Notebooks appeared in that work as an appen
dix that, so as to save space, included only Lenin's commentary and not 
the actual extracts from Hegel's Science of Logic. 

Dunayevskaya continued her letters to James and Lee on Lenin's 
Hegel Notebooks, however. Another letter places them in the context of' 
Lenin's other writings on dialectics after 19 14.  It takes up major treat
ments of dialectics such as Lenin's remarks during the 1920-2 1 Trade 
Union Debate, the 1922 article for Under the Banner of Marxism, his 
critique of Bukharin's Economics of the Transition Period, and his 1 9 16  
critique of Luxemburg's Junius Pamphlet. She devotes particular atten
tion to his several critiques of Plekhanov for having never written a 
serious analysis of Hegel's Science of Logic (Dunayevskaya to James, 
5/ 14/49). 

A subsequent letter attempts "to connect what was new in his [Lenin's 
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book] Imperialism with his conclusion that none of the Marxists had 
understood Capital and particularly . . .  its first chapter{,] for it is impos
sible to understand that without comprehension of the whole of Hegel's 
Logic. " To Dunayevskaya, Hegel's Science of Logic enabled Lenin to view 
imperialism as an immanent development from within the economic 
structure of capitalism. She further connects the Hegelian idea to State 
and Revolution, where the worker, according to Lenin, " 'to a man' runs 
the economy, makes the revolution, transforms the ideal into the 
real . . .  and later fights the bureaucracy in his own workers state to 
protect the workers from its state" (Dunayevskaya to James, 5/ 17/49). In 
an apparent reply to some of Dunayevskaya's writings on Lenin and 
Hegel,83 a reply that was addressed to Lee, James stresses that the 
difference between Lenin's Materialism and Empirio-Criticism and his 
Hegel Notebooks lies in the fact that in 1908 Lenin "had to battle for 
plain materialism" and that "reading the book over I find no inadequacy" 
(James to Lee, 5/20/49). He thus seems to express caution about 
Dunayevskaya's earlier expressed critique of Materialism and Empirio
Criticism. By 19 14, however, James continues, Lenin's opponent is the 
labor bureaucracy and the Second International. Consequently, "socialism 
itself is in question; not from liberal idealists, not from Kantians, but 
from avowed Marxists, materialists. Therefore his study of the Logic had 
to clarify materialism, not materialism from idealism, but vulgar materi
alism from dialectical materialism" (James to Lee, 5/20/49). In this 
sense, James writes, Lenin moved from his Hegel studies to State and 
Revolution. James connects all this to immediate theoretical perspectives 
for the Johnson-Forest Tendency's battles within Trotskyism. 

In a subsequent letter to Dunayevskaya summing up a discussion 
between James and Lee (5/27/49), they express more ambivalence 
toward Hegel than does Dunayevskaya when they write: "Marx's critique 
of the Hegelian dialectic in 1 844 must be brought in. Very vicious 
against Hegel's idealism." They connect Lenin's debate with the Second 
International to the categories of being and essence in Hegel's Science of 
Logic: "Previous to 19 14 the whole revolutionary movement, the 2nd 
International and all the rest of them were essentially in the Realm of 
Being. Even Lenin before 19 14 was not very conscious of Essence 
although [the] objective situation in Russia drove him to the Logic. The 
key to Lenin's notes on Logic is this relation to Essence . . . .  The move
ment in the realm ofEssence is the expansion of the concrete individual , 
developing subjectivity. This is a revolutionary movement" They tend 
to dismiss Hegel's doctrine of the notion, writing that "Lenin is more 
concerned with self-movement than he is with the Notion." In addition, 
they connect the notion to "the dialectic of the party," which they 
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consider to be a "counter-revolutionary movement," one that drives 
humanity toward a "most merciless tyranny." This sharp critique of 
political parties is in keeping with the spontaneist framework of James's 
Notes on the Dialectic. During the same period Dunayevskaya read and 
summarized in English some issues surrounding lenin's massive Notebooks 
on Imperialioo (Dunayevskaya to James, 6/8/49). 

James's next letter is somewhat disparaging of Dunayevskaya's efforts 
to translate and comment on the Hegel Notebooks: "You are covering a 
lot of ground and it is pretty good. But after some conversations with G 
[lee], & reading (carefully, this time) your correspondence, I feel that 
we are still off the point" (James to Dunayevskaya, 6/ 1 0/49). In another 
letter, he writes: "we must be on guard against giving the impression 
(fhlse) that L [lenin] read a book and understood. That would strangle 
us. No dialectic taught him to formulate, clarity, concretize objective 
stages, etc." (James to Lee, 61 19/49). James thus seems to question 
Dunayevskaya's concept of a radical break in Lenin's thought after his 
19 14-15  study of Hegel. 

Dunayevskaya does not argue the point directly but instead writes a 
detailed analysis of Lenin's theoretical positions from the 1890s to 19 1 7. 
She stresses the central importance of the Hegel Notebooks and of 
Hegel to Marxism: "You do not know Capital, not even its first chapter 
unless you know the whole of the Logic. Capital is not an abstract 
universal, it is an aggregate of the most concrete, and that means also 
there is no separation between logic and history . . . .  And it isn't only 
logic and history but Notion. The dialectic ofCh. 1 [of Capital ] includes, 
I believe, the notion, too, in the fetishism of commodities . . . .  A wealth 
of particulars, and Absolute Idea, there, says Lenin, you find the best in 
the dialectic" (Dunayevskaya to James, 6/20/49). In this evocation not 
only of Hegelian idealism but even of the absolute idea, Dunayevskaya 
posed the issues differently from James's approach. He writes again 
almost immediately, suggesting that she confine her analysis of Lenin 
and Hegel to " 1200 words" and also referring her to his Notes on 

Dialectics, which he writes "must be read and re-read" (James to 
Dunayevskaya, 6/24/49). He follows this up with another letter that 
begins: "We must not by the way forget that we must attack Hegelianism" 
(James to Dunayevskaya, 6/28/49). 

Dunayevskaya's next long letter to James uses the work of the Russian 
religious Hegel scholar Ivan Ilyin to show that Hegel stressed that the 
word concrete comes from the Latin concrescere, meaning "to grow." She 
uses Ilyin's term describing Hegel's standpoint, "concrete empiric,"84 to 
characterize as well Lenin's theorizing in his Hegel Notebooks and 
Notebooks on Imperialism: "The moment he looked at the world with the 
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new Marxian-Hegelian eyes he saw that the empiric concrete world of 
imperialism was something quite different from the catchword of imperi
alism . . .  that behind it was a new absolute, MONOPOLY" (Dunayevskaya 
to James, 7 /6/49) . In this letter she also outlines for the first time five 
specific changes in Lenin's thought as a result of his having studied 
Hegel: ( 1 ) after 1 9 14 Lenin links the phenomenon of imperialism to 
monopoly capitalism; (2) Lenin now sees monopoly as a specific newer 
and higher stage of capitalism, somewhat different from the capitalism 
analyzed by Marx and Engels; (3) Lenin now ties reformism and 
"opportunism" to a new group of workers created by imperialism and . 
monopoly, the aristocracy of labor, which is opposed to the unskilled 
workers; (4) before 19 14 self-determination of nations was a slogan, but 
"post- 1 9 14 Lenin sees imperialism creating an URGENCY on the question 
of self-determination"; and (5) now "dialectics becomes the theory of 
knowledge," not merely an element of Marxism before 19 14. 

Lee, who had been relatively silent, now enters the discussion seriously, 
apparently excited by this last letter by Dunayevskaya. At the top of a 
copy sent to Dunayevskaya of a letter she has addressed to James (Lee to 
James, 7/9/49), she writes: "Yours of the 6th was wondetful." She begins 
her analysis by quoting Lenin's March 19 14 article on Taylorism as 
something that could be taken over and used under socialism ( CW 
20: 152-54), an attitude that she connects to a fundamental Kantianism 
within pre-World War I socialist thought: "They all thought this way 
before 19 14. There was developing efficiency, rationalization, socializa
tion of labor in the objective world-which they empirically contem
plated, understood, explained, just as Kant did." According to Lee, in 
his discussion of causality in Hegel's Science of Logic, "Lenin breaks with 
this kind of inconsistent empiricism. He sees the limitations of the 
scientific method, e .g., the category of causality to explain the relation 
between mind and matter. Freedom, subjectivity, notion-those are the 
categories by which we will gain knowledge of the objectively real." Lee 
writes that Lenin is saying: "Don't stay in the realm of Essence, inner 
necessity, connections. Get into the realm of Notion, freedom, revolution." 
She contrasts Lenin's Hegelian Marxism not only to pre- 19 14 socialist 
thought but also to the scientistic and positivist Marxism of his fellow 
Bolshevik Bukharin. 

James does not seem to agree with Lee's analysis: "Your letter on 
Bukharin disappointed me. Some of the material was precious but the 
whole thing seemed to me off the track" Games to Lee, 7/ 15/49) . 
Dunayevskaya continues to write on Lenin versus Bukharin and the 
development of Lenin's thought before and after 19 14. Lee now writes 
another probing letter, where she begins by stating: "When Lenin 
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reaches the chapter on the Absolute Idea, he is completely at home. 
You can feel it in his comments and his selections" (Lee to James, 
7/29/49). Lee's second point is in keeping with the Johnson-Forest 
Tendency's inclination to connect Lenin and Hegel on dialectics to 
concrete political issues in a fairly direct fashion; she writes that the 
final chapter of the Science of Logic on the absolute idea "is directed, not 
against the reformists, but against the counter-revolutionists within the 
revolution." She is referring to their theory of the rise of Stalinism and 
of Soviet state capital ism, which are seen as a counterrevolution emerg
ing from within the 1 9 1 7  Russian Revolution and negating its original 
l iberatory content The type of absolute liberation that Hegel stresses in 
the absolute idea chapter is connected by Lee to the original emancipatory 
concept of revolution, as, for example, in Lenin's State and Revolution: 
"Is it too much to think that we and Lenin would have substituted the 
word Revolution, permanent revolution, every time Hegel used the 
word Absolute Idea. " 

The next few letters deal directly with categories from Hegel rather 
than with Lenin's Hegel Notebooks, but a subsequent letter by Dunayev
skaya addresses changes in Lenin's thought after his study of Hegel. She 
writes that in " 19 14- 16 there come the magnificent philosophic note
books and from then on nothing, absolutely nothing, fails to bear the 
stamp of Hegelian dialectic" (Dunayevskaya to James, 8/30/49). From 
this point on the correspondence moves away from consideration of 
Lenin's Hegel Notebooks to discussions of the structure of Marx's 
Capital. 85 By 1 950 and 195 1 the intensive theoretical exchanges in letter 
form have also become far less frequent. One product of the group's 
theoretical discussions during this period was James's 1950 pamphlet, 
coauthored by Dunayevskaya and Lee, entitled State Capitalism and 
World Revolution. 86 That pamphlet does not take up Lenin's Hegel 
Notebooks or even Hegel very much, confining itself mainly to political 
and economic issues, with only a brief and somewhat superficial section 
on dialectics, the latter drafted mainly by Lee. Another such result was 
Dunayevskaya's draft for a "Lenin Book," completed in early 1952. 
Although it includes some discussion of the Hegel Notebooks, this draft 
is mainly concerned with Lenin's political and economic theory.87 

After this period Lee and James did not really develop very much 
more on Lenin's Hegel Notebooks. Dunayevskaya, however, who of the 
three had been the most interested in the notebooks, continued for the 
rest of her life to occupy herself with them as part of the foundation of a 
general concept of dialectic that she worked out in the late 1950s as 
Marxist Humanism. Her lengthy letters on Hegel's absolutes, composed 
in May 1 953, just after Stal in's death , were an especially important effort 
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on her part in this regard. Although devoted mainly to the text of 
Hegel's Phenomerwlogy of Mind, Science of Logic, and Philosophy of Mind, 
these letters, addressed to Lee, also ground themselves in Lenin's Hegel 
Notebooks. 

She discusses briefly Lenin's sixteen-point definition of dialectics in 
the notebooks but also distances herself not only from this definition 
but also from James's Notes on Dialectics, sometimes referred to as the 
Nevada document: "We, however, can go further, and not only further 
than Lenin but further than we ourselves did in 1948 when the Nevada 
Dialectics so profoundly held forth on the positive in the negative:•ss By 
going intensively into the absolute idea in Hegel's Science of Logic, 
Dunayevskaya is moving into an area in Hegel's text that neither Lenin 
nor other Hegelian Marxists discuss in much detail. She points to the 
notion of liberation [Btfreiung], which Hegel develops in the absolute 
idea chapter, where "a subject is personal and free" (33). 

In a critical appreciation of Lenin's Hegel Notebooks, she points to 
his stress on the way in which, in the last paragraph of the absolute idea 
chapter, Hegel mentions a transition from logic to nature. Lenin calls 
this the "transition of the logical idea to Nature," which he terms 
"stretching a hand to materialism" (36) . Lenin, however, also writes that 
the rest of Hegel's concluding paragraph "is unimportant" (36). Duna
yevskaya responds passionately: "But, my dear Vladimir Ilyitch, it is not 
true; the end of that page is important; we of 1953, who have lived 3 
decades after you and tried to absorb all you have left us we can tell you 
that" (36) . This is the eoint in Hegel's text where he breaks with the 
concept of transition [Ubelgang] and uses the term liberation [Btfreiung] 
when he writes that rather than being "a perfected becoming or a 
transition" (36), the "pure Idea . . .  is an absolute liberation" (37).89 
Furthermore, writes Hegel, "there is no transition in this freedom"; 
rather, "the Idea freely releases itself in absolute self-security and self
repose" (37). 

To Dunayevskaya this was a part of Hegel's dialectic that could take 
Marxism beyond Lenin, who wrote on Marxist theory before the rise of 
the single-party totalitarian state.90 She now writes: "You see, Vladimir 
Ilyitch, you didn't have Stalinism to overcome, when transitions, revolu
tions seemed sufficient to bring the new society. Now everyone looks at 
the totalitarian one-party state, that is the new that must be overcome by 
a totally new revolt in which everyone experiences 'absolute liberation: 
So we build with you from 1920-23 and include the experiences of 
three decades" (37). The letters also take up absolute mind in Hegel's 
Philosophy of Mind, finding there, in Hegel's concept of the "self-thinking 
idea," a radical concept of subjectivity. In this sense, Dunayevskaya sees 
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Lenin's Hegel Notebooks as helping to pose the problem of reconstituting 
a Marxist dialectic in the 1950s, a period when Marxism was in deep 
crisis. Nonetheless, Lenin's Notebooks are not by themselves the answer 
to that crisis, which needed to be met by another, deeper probing into 
Hegel's idealistic absolutes, the absolute idea and the absolute mind. 

Lee's initial response to these letters is quite favorable: "I think that 
these notes represent our Philosophic Notebooks, comparable to those 
of VL in 19 15" (Lee to Dunayevskaya, 5/22/53). She adds that where 
Aristotle's concept of the absolute "was based on a slave society," Hegel's 
has a different basis: "Hegel's was the result of the dialectical movement 
of the history of society and the history of the pure form of the 
movement, moved from the Absolute Idea to Nature, showing the same 
dialectical development in Nature as had been in Mind." The theorists 
of the Johnson-Forest Tendency did not develop further their view of 
the place of Lenin's Hegel Notebooks in Marxism, or even Hegel's 
dialectic in general. Within two years, in 1955, the group broke apart. 
Dunayevskaya went on to develop a discussion of Lenin's Hegel Note
books over the next three decades,9I while James and Lee moved in 
other directions, first together and then separately.92 
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From 1 954 to Today: 
Lefebvre, Colletti , Althusser, 
and Dunayevskaya 

After Stalin's death in 1953 important discussions of Lenin's Hegel 
Notebooks by major figures within the Western Marxist tradition 
continued, not only in France and the United States, but also in Italy 
and, to a lesser extent, West Germany. In the 1950s and early 1960s it 
was France that once again experienced the most extensive discussion, 
not only from Lefebvre, but also from Roger Garaudy, Louis Althusser, 
and, more briefly, the existential Marxist Maurice Merleau-Ponty. In the 
United States Dunayevskaya published the first English translation of 
the Hegel Notebooks and made a number of critical analyses of them. 
Lucio Colletti introduced the notebooks to Italian readers, while in 
West Germany there was somewhat less discussion, with the writings of 
Iring Fetscher constituting an exception in this regard. Although these 
theorists discussed the significance of Lenin's Hegel Notebooks from a 
wide variety of traditions, at no time did the interest in the notebooks 
approach that accorded to the writings of the young Marx in the same 
period. Of the theorists mentioned above, only Dunayevskaya made the 
notebooks really central to her overall theoretical project, with an 
extensive series of writings stretching from the 1950s through the 1980s. 
These culminated in a sharply critical analysis of Lenin's appreciation 
of Hegel in 1986-87, just before Dunayevskaya's death. 

France in the 1950s: Lefebvre and Garaudy 

Merleau-Ponty discusses Lenin in his Adventures of the Dialectic ( 1 955 ), in 
a brief polemical chapter entitled "Pravda." Here, with some justice, 
Merleau-Ponty contrasts the Western Marxism of Lukacs and Korsch in 
the 1920s to Lenin's Materialioo and Empirio-Criticism, "which was then 
becoming the charter of Russian Marxism." This book had, according to 
Merleau-Ponty, "re-established the pre-Hegelian theory of knowledge." 1 
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Merleau-Ponty comments acidly: "Yet one does not see how a pre
Hegelian gnosticism or even a pre-Kantian one would introduce a 
Marxist dialectic" ( 6 1 ). Merleau-Ponty also mentions Lenin's Hegel 
Notebooks, writing that "this meditation on Hegel would scarcely leave 
the succinct 'gnosticism' of Materialism and Empirio-Criticism intact" (6 1 ), 
but he does not develop this point further. Never having seriously taken 
up the Hegel Notebooks, he then pits the Lukacs of Histary and Class 
Consciousness against the Lenin of Materialism and Empirio-Criticism, which 
as a crude version of materialism had become the official Communist 
text on Marxist philosophy. He then laments Lukacs's subsequent shift 
away from his 1923 position to a defense of what he terms "Leninism" in 
philosophy. 

Merleau-Ponty's book expresses his break not only with French 
Communism but also with Jean-Paul Sartre, who continued to support 
the Communist party on many political issues. The party responded 
immediately to the book, holding a large meeting in 1955 in Paris, 
where its leading theorists attacked the book crudely and mercilessly, 
producing critiques that were published in 1956 under the extremely 
tendentious title Misaventures de l'anti-Marxisme. In the main speech, 
Roger Garaudy, in this period the party's chief philosopher, predictably 
accused Merleau-Ponty of "idealism" and "neo-capitalist reformism" 
and also attacked him for spuming "real Marxism, that of Marx and 
Engels, that of Lenin and Stalin."2 Throughout this meeting Lenin's 
Materialism and Empirio-Criticism was defended as the canonical state
ment of Marxist materialism; Merleau-Ponty's notions were denounced 
as bourgeois idealism and subjectivism. Lefebvre's briefer contribution 
centered on an ironical attack on Merleau-Ponty as a professor in an 
ivory tower and ended with a vague invitation to any young person in 
the audience "to become a revolutionary" ( 1 06).3 The brief contribution 
that Lukacs had sent to be read to the conference attacked his own 
Histary and Class Consciousness as "false and depasse" ( 158). He contrasted 
Merleau-Ponty's "idealist dialectic" to "the real development of dialecti
cal materialism by Lenin and since Lenin" ( 1 59). Although Merleau
Ponty had at least mentioned Lenin's Hegel Notebooks briefly in his 
book, not one of the Communist philosophers so much as mentioned 
them, whereas they all defended Materialism and Empirio-Criticism as the 
last word on dialectical materialism. This was true even though ( 1) the 
French Communist party publishing house had that very same year, 
1955, published an "official" edition of Lenin's Philosophical Notebooks, 
and (2) most of their attacks on Merleau-Ponty's book centered on 
answering the latter's critique of Lenin. Thus the party theorists, includ
ing Lefebvre, implicitly accepted Merleau-Ponty's claim that Materialism 
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and Empirio-Criticism represented Leninism. Indeed it did, in terms of 
the official Soviet-sanctioned version of Leninism, developed into a 
dogma under Stalin. 

But the problem of getting a serious reading of Lenin's Hegel 
Notebooks also came from serious independent philosophers such as 
Merleau-Ponty and Hyppolite. Although they were on occasion willing 
to take up Marx directly, concentrating much of their discussion around 
Marx's 1844 Manuscripts, thus challenging Stalinist dogma, they were 
apparently not interested in doing so in a serious way with Lenin's 
writings, even his Hegel Notebooks. This generally left the field to 
official "Leninists" when it came to defining Lenin's Marxism. 

In the same months, but totally unconnected to the critique of 
Merleau-Ponty, the party theoretical journal Cahiers du Communisme 
gave Garaudy the task of discussing Lenin's just-published Philosophical 
Notebooks. This Soviet-inspired edition included many texts by Lenin 
on philosophers other than Hegel, unlike Guterman and Lefebvre's 
1938 edition, which l imited itself to the "Abstract of Hegel's Science of 
Logic. " A loyal party theorist, Emile Bottigelli, wrote the preface for the 
1955 French edition.4 Garaudy's lengthy article was a highly ideological 
treatment of the Philosophical Notebook5. He situates the work in "the 
practical tasks which posed philosophical problems to Lenin," espe
cially the breakup of the Second International, the writing of Imperialism, 
and the correct tactics to form a true Communist party.5 

Far from seriously examining Hegelian idealism, as did Lenin in the 
notebooks, Garaudy, without citing Lenin, informs the reader that "the 
central theme of Lenin's philosophical studies is the materialist dialectic" 
versus the positions of"the idealist, Hegel" ( 133). He also quotes Lenin's 
statement, drawn almost directly from Hegel's concept of the practical 
idea in the Logic, that "practice is higher than theoretical knowledge." 
Then, whether through ignorance or malice toward Hegel, despite this 
statement's Hegelian origins, Garaudy twists it into an attack by Lenin 
on Hegel when he contrasts this "Leninist" sense of "practice" to Hegelian 
"abstract knowledge" ( 140). Garaudy's reading is at variance with the 
interpretations of the same passages in Lenin by Lukacs and Lefebvre, 
as we have seen. In the actual text of Lenin's Notebooks, this statement 
on the superiority of practice is a marginal note to a long quotation 
from Hegel's Science of Logic, where Hegel finds the practical idea to be 
"superior to the Idea of Cognition already considered . . .  for it possesses 
not only the worth of the universal but also of the out-and-out actual" 
(SL 8 1 8-19; CW 38:2 12-13). Garaudy gives no indication, however, that 
the concept of practice appears directly in Hegel's text, implying that 
the emphasis on the practical was Lenin's alone and part of a critique of 
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Hegel. The second half of Garaudy's essay praises the contributions to 
the concept of dialectic by Mao, Stalin, Engels, and French party leader 
Maurice Thorez. 

The only important discussion of Lenin's Hegel Notebooks in France 
during the 1 950s was in Lefebvre's La Pensee de Lenine ( 1957).6 This 
work's eighty-page chapter on Lenin's philosophical thought, however, 
has a form different from either the discussion of Lenin in Lefebvre's 
Logiq!J£ formeUe, logiq!J£ dialectique or that in Lefebvre and Guterman's 
1938 introduction to Lenin's Cahiers sur Ia dialectique de Hegel. In La 
Itmsee de Lenine the discussion of Lenin's relation to Hegel is more 
muted, and there is a lengthier treatment of Materialism and Empirio
Criticism. 

Less than half of the chapter on Lenin and philosophy is devoted to 
the Hegel Notebooks. On the Philosophical Notebooks as a whole, Lefebvre 
writes: "In this body of material, as vast as it is disconnected, one's 
interest focuses on the fragments on Hegel and especially the fragments 
on the Logic. But it would be a serious error to isolate the latter. The 
other fragments prepare, comment on or deepen Lenin's texts on the 
Logic, which constitute in themselves a profound and rich treatment
even though a fragmentary one-of the dialectic and the materialist 
theory of knowledge" ( 1 62). This may be an implicit self-critique of his 
and Guterman's edition of the Hegel Notebooks, which published 
Lenin's "Abstract of Hegel's Science of Logic " by itself instead of following 
the format that the Moscow editors had developed from 1932 on: the 
publication of a volume entitled Philosophical Notebooks mixing together 
many disparate sets of notes by Lenin on philosophical issues, some 
from as early as 1 895. 

By leaving his discussion of Lenin's Hegel Notebooks for the end, 
however, Lefebvre seems to consider them to be the culmination of 
Lenin's philosophical thought, even though he never says so directly. In 
repeated references to Marx's 1858 letter indicating his desire to write a 
short critical work on Hegelian dialectics, a work that apparently was 
never written, Lefebvre argues that Lenin's Hegel Notebooks "bring the 
Marxist movement what it was lacking: these notes contain the treatise 
on methodology and logic that Marx did not have the time to elaborate" 
( 186). 

Lefebvre ascribes three general conclusions to Lenin in the Hegel 
Notebooks: ( 1 )  There is a need to separate Hegel's mysticism from the 
logical aspects of his theory of knowledge. (2) Marxist thinkers have 
neglected this; for example, Plekhanov wrote nothing on Hegel's Scimce 
of Logic. (3) Although on the one hand Hegel thought that materialism 
did not exist as a philosophy, his objective idealism, and especially his 
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absolute idealism, ends by coming very close to materialism. Through
out La Pensee de Lenine Lefebvre concentrates on Lenin's treatment in 
the notebooks of Hegel's concept of essence: "We already know that 
analysis must brush aside appearances to attain the essential. Scientific 
cognition defines itself as the knowing of essences. He who refuses the 
notion of essence refuses by this even the notion of laws" ( 187). In a 
footnote to this statement he adds: "Certain philosophers will therefore 
name the Marxist-Leninist theory 'essentialism,' in opposition to existen
tialism" ( 1 87). Lefebvre claims further that Lenin (with Hegel) critiques 
most philosophers for instead seeing the phenomenon as containing 
"the infinite profundity of reality" ( 188). Thus, for Lefebvre, essence is 
the true reality. He gives the following example: "revolution is a violent 
historical and social phenomenon that seems without laws," yet "every 
revolution has its (dialectical) laws" ( 190). 

A second example of the importance of essence returns Lefebvre to 
the themes of his early work, coauthored with Guterman. These include 
both their book La Conscience mystifiee ( 1936) and their introduction to 
Lenin's Hegel Notebooks ( 1938; composed in 1935). He writes: "Immo
bilized, fetishized appeatance becomes a mystifYing, oppressive reality . . . .  
Bourgeois democracy envelops, masks and protects capitalism; but if 
one pushes it to the limit, if one takes it at its word, a contradiction 
appears and must resolve itself between appearance and reality. Bour
geois democratic liberties are therefore not only a means for maintaining 
the legality of proletarian organizations (unions, party, etc.) . In reality, 
they can be a principle and a possibility of a leap towards socialism" 
( 195). At a theoretical level these lines seem to nuance his claim of 
"essentialism" that I cited earlier. In a footnote he reveals that "these 
lines were written in 1935, in the prefuce to the Gallimard edition" ( 195) 
of Lenin's Hegel Notebooks. 

The penultimate section of Lefebvre's chapter on Lenin and philoso
phy is entitled "Relative and Absolute. Infinite and Finite." Here he 
takes the position that for Marxism and especially for Lenin, "everything 
is relative" ( 195). Laws of history and society vary according to historical 
circumstances. In addition, Lefebvre quotes Lenin to the effect that our 
own cognition, which reflects nature, "can never comprehend = reflect 
= mirror nature as a whole" but rather "can only eternally come closer 
to this" ( 197; see also CW 38: 1 82). Therefore, for Lenin (and Hegel) "the 
absolute finds in its deepest heart, one might say, the relative, right in its 
bosom" ( 197) . 

. The final section of Lefebvre's chapter is entitled "The Theory of 
Reflection and of the Concept" Here he suggests that, whereas Hegel is 
concerned with the idea, Marx and Lenin focus instead on nature: "For 
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Hegel, the absolute principle i s  called the Idea. For Marx, and even 
more clearly for Lenin, this absolute principle, the concrete-universal, 
is called Nature (material)" (20 1 ). Nonetheless, Lefebvre notes that 
Lenin did not reject Hegel out of hand for focusing on the idea and 
"could not find strong enough words of praise for Hegel, who, in his 
idealist terminology, had called the Idea, Nature" (20 1 ). 

Indeed, not only did Lenin not focus solely on Hegel's discussion of 
essence, but Lefebvre quotes Lenin to the effect that the sections on the 
idea in the doctrine of the notion in both Hegel's Science of Logic and 
Encyclopedia Logic are "the best exposition of dialectics" (202; see also 
CW 38: 192). The section on the idea is not in the book on essence but 
in the third book of the Science of Logic, "Subjective Logic, or the 
Doctrine of the Notion." Here Lefebvre quotes Lenin's notebooks to the 
effect that the section on the absolute idea "contains almost nothing 
that is specially idealism, but has for its main subject the dialectical 
method" (202; see also CW 38:234). To many other Marxist commen
tators, including Lukacs, the absolute idea is on the contrary the most 
idealistic and least useful part of Hegel's work. 

Lefebvre then sums up one of Lenin's definitions of dialectics, the 
one that gives three aspects: ( 1 )  the need to consider a concept in its 
relations and its development, (2) the law of contradiction, (3) the unity 
of analysis and synthesis. Lefebvre now seems to resist such simple 
definitions, however, noting that "this definition no longer satisfied 
Lenin and he detailed one in sixteen points" (203). More important, 
Lefebvre has also moved a great distance from any crude form of 
materialism when he writes in his concluding pages that for Lenin, as 
regards "the distinction between the ideal and the real, it too is relative" 
(204). Thus, Lefebvre ends his discussion of Lenin and Hegel by 
coming very close to describing the Marxist dialectic as the unity of 
idealism and materialism. 

As noted earlier, however, this chapter on Lenin and philosophy 
includes much discussion of Lenin's earlier, more narrowly materialist 
writings, especially Materialism and Empirio-Criticism, which seems to be 
contradicted or refuted by the Hegel Notebooks. Lefebvre draws no 
such distinction here, however. The reader is thus left with two contra
dictory views of Lenin on dialectics: a 1908 Lenin who had a crude 
materialist reflection theory in which ideas copy "matter'' and a 19 14- 1 5  
Lenin who, in his Hegel Notebooks, comes close to calling for a unity of 
idealism and materialism in Marxist dialectics. Clearly the French 
Communist party in the 1950s was no place to explore this duality 

Soon afterward Lefebvre was expelled from the party after having 
been a member for three decades. He responded by publishing an 
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800-page autobiographical treatise, La Somme et I.e reste ( 1959), a book 
that includes many sharp critiques of the party. He also makes a few 
further remarks on Lenin and Hegel, for the first time publicly pointing 
to key changes in Lenin's thought after his encounter with Hegel: "He 
did not read or study Hegel seriously until 1 9 14-15. Also, if one 
considers it objectively, one notices a great difference in  tone and 
content between the Cahiers sur la dialectique and Materialisme et Empirio
Criticisme. Lenin's thought becomes supple, alive . . .  in a word, dialectical . 
Lenin did not truly understand the dialectic until 19 14,  after the 
collapse of the International."? 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 fuvor of Materialisme 
et Empirio-Criticisme" (85). It had taken Lefebvre more than twenty years 
since he first wrote on the Hegel Notebooks to express this publicly. 

Lefebvre also stresses the incompleteness of Lenin's Hegel Notebooks, 
holding that "they do not constitute an elaborated whole" (86). In his 
autobiography Lefebvre also quotes several key passages from the Hegel 
Notebooks and from his and Guterman's introduction to the first French 
edition. He concludes that "there is an abyss between Materialisme et 
Empirio-Criticimu! and the notes on Hegel's Logic." He adds suggestively: 
"Only a careful exegesis and a method as precise as the one which is 
applied to the texts of Descartes and Spinoza would permit a scientific 
answer" (498) to this problem of the changes in Lenin's thoughtS 
Lefebvre himself does not undertake such a project. Instead, after his 
expulsion from the party in 1958, he moved in other directions, includ
ing studies of everyday life and elaborations of his own concept of a 
dialectic that is neither materialist nor idealist. Ultimately, he became a 
mcyor figure in the radical left of the 1 960s.9 

The United States in the 1 950s and 1 960s: 
The Impact of Dunayevskaya's Marxism and Freedom 

Dunayevskaya's Marxism and Freedom ( 1958) carried the first serious 
discussion in English of Lenin's relation to Hegel, as well as the first 
published English translation of the Hegel Notebooks. IO An abbreviated 
version of Dunayevskaya's translation, for which, as we saw in the 
previous chapter, she tried in vain to find an American publisher, 
appeared as a twenty-five-page appendix to this work. I I  Space con
straints required that the appendix omit Lenin's lengthy quotations 
from Hegel and reproduce only most of his commentary, with page 
references to the standard English editions of Hegel's Science of Logic 
and his Histary of Philosophy. Another appendix contains Dunayevskaya's 
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translations of  two key essays from Marx's 1844 Manuscripts, "Private 
Property and Communism" and "Critique of the Hegelian Dialectic." 
Thus, in the English-speaking world, Lenin's Hegel Notebooks appeared 
for the first time alongside Marx's 1844 Manuscripts. The book also 
carried an appreciative but critical preface by Marcuse, who wrote that 
with the exception of Lukacs's work and that of a few French commenta
tors, Marx's concept of dialectic had too often become "formalized into 
a technical method, or schematized into a Weltanschauung. Raya 
Dunayevskaya's book discards these and similar distortions and tries to 
capture the integral unity of Marxian theory at its very foundation: in 
the humanistic philosophy" (8). Marcuse also wrote that while agreeing 
"in all essentials with the theoretical interpretation of the Marxian 
oeuvre" ( 12) in the first parts of the book, he disagreed both with 
Dunayevskaya's interpretation of Lenin and the Russian Revolution and 
with her view of the contemporary position of the working class. 

Marxism and Freedom begins with a discussion of Hegel and the 
French Revolution, including a brief treatment of Hegel's absolutes that 
ties what the author saw as the living character of Hegel's concept of 
absolute negativity to a critique of the totalitarian system in the Soviet 
Union. She points especially to the Stalinist ideologue Andrei Zhdanov's 
1 947 attack on Hegel and discusses his attempt to substitute for Hegel's 
dialectic a new dialectical law of "criticism and self-criticism" (40). 
Dunayevskaya then takes up Marx's 1844 Manuscripts, which she con
nects to "the humanism and dialectic of Capital" ( 1 03). In the second 
half of the book she discusses the collapse of the Second International, 
Lenin and the Russian Revolution, and the phenomenon of Stalinism 
under the category "Russian State Capitalism vs. Workers Revolt" (2 15). 
Throughout, she conceptualizes these new forms of revolt within a 
humanist, subject-centered concept of Marxism. 

A key chapter taking up Lenin's Hegel Notebooks is entitled "The 
Collapse of the Second International and the Break in Lenin's Thought." 
Dunayevskaya writes that prior to World War L Lenin and other Russian 
Marxists looked to the German Social Democracy for leadership but 
were shocked by the German party's "betrayal" of its previous antiwar 
stance by its 1 9 14 vote for war credits in the Reichstag. Lenin's Hegel 
Notebooks were an attempt on his part to conceptualize the reasons for 
this betrayal and to reorganize his own thinking, since critique of the 
SPD had to become also self-critique for his having followed their 
leadership for so long: "What were the objective causes of such total 
ideological collapse? . . .  Confronted with the appearance of counter
revolution within the revolutionary movement, Lenin was driven to 
search for a philosophy that would reconstitute his own reason. He 
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began reading Hegel's Science of Logic. It formed the philosophic foun
dation for the great divide in Marxism. His Philosophical Notebooks show 
how completely he reorganized his conception of the relationship 
between the materialistic or economic forces, and the human, subjec
tive forces, the relationship between science and human activity" ( 1 68). 
In this sense, Lenin's Hegel Notebooks were his most important intellec
tual turning point, one that separated the pre- 19 14 Lenin from the 
leader of the Russian Revolution and the author of mcyor theoretical 
works such as Imperialioo and State and Revolution. 

Dunayevskaya writes that at the beginning of his study of Hegel, 
Lenin was interested in the category of self-movement but also very 
suspicious of Hegel's idealism, vowing to read him materialistically. 
This later changed, she argues, and by "the end of the Hegelian studies" 
he writes instead of "intelligent idealism" ( 169). In the heyday of the 
Second International-and this applies also to Lenin-the concept of 
dialectics was little more than a phrase and was essentially Kantian 
rather than Hegelian in its basic conception: "The concept of contradic
tion was that of two units existing alongside of one another. The concep
tion of opposition had not gone beyond Kant's dualism-as if Hegel 
had never destroyed it with the conception that every single thing is 
itself a contradiction, is the basis of all movement" ( 1 70) . Lenin's new 
concept of dialectic placed, as he put it, "the unity of opposites" as "the 
kernel of the dialectic" ( 1 70) . 

Dunayevskaya argues that the Hegel Notebooks were a break with his 
earlier work, "nothing short of a restoration of truth to philosophic 
idealism against vulgar materialism to which he had given the green 
light in 1908 with his work on Materiali'im and Empirio-Criticism " ( 1 7 1) .  
She interprets his statement that " i t  i s  impossible to grasp Marx's 
Capital" without having studied "the whole of Hegel's Logic" and its 
corollary that "none of the Marxists for the past half a century have 
understood Marx" as not only a sharp attack on Plekhanov, the leading 
philosopher of Russian Marxism, but also a self-critique: "With himself, 
he is as merciless [as with Plekhanov], giving no quarter, not even in the 
economic field" ( 1 7 1  ) .  

His study of Hegel, she argues, helped Lenin to reconceptualize his 
economic and political theory. Before 1914 Lenin had accepted the 
arguments of Marxist economists such as Hilferding, whose Finance 
Capital traced the centralization of capital in an essentially gradualist, 
evolutionary fashion: "Now [in 19 16], however, Lenin treats monopoly 
not so much as a part of a continuous development, but as a develop
ment through contradiction, through transformation into opposite. Compe
tition was transformed into its opposite, monopoly" ( 1 70; emphasis 
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added). It was out  of this transformed capitalism, monopoly capitalism, 
that imperialism arose, Lenin argued. Furthermore, writes Dunayevskaya: 
"Just as competition was transformed into its opposite, monopoly, a part 
of the proletariat was transformed into its opposite, the aristocracy of 
labor" ( 1 7 1). In this sense, for Dunayevskaya, Lenin's concepts of monopoly, 
imperialism, and the aristocracy of labor form a dialectical whole, a 
whole that Lenin conceptualized in strict relationship to his study of 
Hegel's Science of Logic. 

All this, argues Dunayevskaya, sheds new light on Lenin's concept of 
national liberation and his fight over this issue with his Bolshevik 
colleague Bukharin. She writes that all Lenin's post- 1 9 1 4  writings are 
"permeated with the dialectic," including his "Will," where Lenin criti
cizes Bukharin for tailing to understand the dialectic. Dunayevskaya 
argues that this harks back to their dispute in 19 16- 17  on self
determination, when Bukharin wrote that slogans of national liberation 
are utopian and harmful in the era of capitalist imperialism because the 
absorption of smaller states by larger ones is inevitable. Thus for 
Bukharin, internationalism, not nationalism, is the revolutionary answer 
to war and imperialism. 

It is this very position that Lenin attacked sharply as "imperialist 
economism." l2  He instead hailed the Irish national revolt then taking 
place. Dunayevskaya ties this to the question of dialectics, in the sense 
that for Lenin, imperialism is a "unity of opposites" that not only 
strengthens capitalism but also engenders new subjective forces: "Bukharin 
was entirely blind to the fact that the dialectics of the revolution itself 
was at stake in the theoretical debate . . . .  Lenin was searching for rurw 
beginnings which would determine the end, and he found these in two 
directions: ( 1 )  the struggle of national groupings for independence, and 
(2) the very stratification of the working class" ( 1 75; emphasis added). To 
Dunayevskaya, Bukharin's concept of imperialism lacks such a dialecti
cal view, one that Lenin worked out in relationship to his earlier Hegel 
studies. In dismissing the national question, Dunayevskaya writes, 
Bukharin anticipated not the next revolutionary wave but rather Stalin's 
chauvinistic policies toward national minorities in the Soviet Union. 

A chapter entitled "Forms of Organization" takes up changes in 
Lenin's view of organization and spontaneity from What Is To Be Done? 
to State and Revolution. Although Dunayevskaya critiques the former 
work, she does not dismiss it in the same way as she does Materialism and 
Empirio-Criticism. At the same time, however, she strongly suggests that 
the latter work, written after Lenin's Hegel studies, is the more repre
sentative one. Her discussion of State and Revolution begins with a long 
quotation from Hegel's Science of Logic. She argues that it was with his 
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"mind working dialectically" ( 1 87), after 1914,  that Lenin began to study 
MaiX's writings anew, especially those on the Paris Commune. In addition, 
under the impact of the events of the spring of 1 9 1 7, including the 
reestablishment of the soviets by the workers, Lenin was able to work 
out the concepts of direct democracy that he elaborates theoretically in 
State and Revolution. There, she writes, "Lenin now saw that the need of 
his time was to destruy bureaucratism " ( 1 9 1  ). 

Dunayevskaya accomplishes two things in her discussion: ( 1 )  She 
conceptualizes Lenin's Hegel Notebooks as a break in his philosophical 
thought, sharply different from Materialioo and Empirio-Criticism. (2) She 
draws from this break the political and economic consequences for the 
subsequent development of his concepts of imperialism, national 
liberation, and the state and revolution. Aside from the largely unpub
lished efforts of the Johnson-Forest Tendency a decade earlier, no one 
had yet discussed Lenin's Hegel Notebooks in such a broad context. 
Previous discussions, even sympathetic ones by Lukacs and Lefebvre, 
tended to view the Hegel Notebooks in isolation from Lenin's major 
political and economic works. The publication for the first time of parts 
of Lenin's Hegel Notebooks as an appendix to Marxism and Freedom, 
notebooks at that time virtually unknown in the English-speaking world, 
also helped to focus attention on this new analysis of Lenin. The 
publisher was a small one, however, and in the McCarthyite 1 950s, the 
few reviews the book did get in the United States were not in leading 
academic or intellectual journals)!! 

The book received a more serious response in Britain, where most of 
the reviews stressed the new interpretation of Lenin centering on the 
Hegel Notebooks. An anonymous reviewer argued in the Times literary 
Supplement as follows: "The most original and at the same time most 
controversial part of Mrs. Dunayevskaya's book is her treatment of 
Lenin. She includes in translation a section of Lenin's Philosophical 
Notebooks . . .  and represents it as a fundamental turning point in 
Lenin's thought." I4 The reviewer writes that although something "can 
be made of this argument," there had always been various strands in 
Lenin's thought, ranging from the advocacy of "disciplined party 
organization" to near "anarchism." Instead of tracing the radical democ
racy of State and Revolution to Lenin's Hegel studies, as did Dunayevskaya, 
the reviewer argues that "the extreme anti-state attitude" found there 
need not be connected to the Hegel Notebooks but can be attributed 
solely "to the shock experienced by Lenin in 19 14" when the German 
SPD backed the war and "logically embraced what was to Lenin the 
spurious conception of state socialism." Another, more sympathetic 
review was written by Eric Heffer, a member of the left wing of the 
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Labour party. Heffer wrote that one conclusion fl6wing from the book 
was that socialists needed "to get down to a serious study of Hegelian 
dialectics, to once again study Hegel, as Lenin did when the Socialist 
movement fell apart in the crisis of 19 14," in order to overcome what 
he saw as an equally serious crisis in socialist thought in the con
servative 1950s. l5 The philosopher Alasdair Macintyre, then still a 
student, wrote in another review that the book presents a "framework 
for a revaluation of Lenin in which a change can be noted" from an 
early emphasis on vanguardist manipulation to a subsequent greater 
focus on "spontaneity," arguing further that "this change goes along with 
what we may call Lenin's Hegelian conversion."l6 Thus, Marxism and 
Freedom began to put the issue of Lenin's Hegel Notebooks onto the 
agenda of radical theory in the English-speaking world on the eve of 
the 1960s. 

In 1961 an official Moscow-based English edition of Lenin's Philosophical 
Notebooks finally appeared, which, as with all such editions, mixed the 
Hegel Notebooks together with much additional material . The Philo
sophical Notebooks, in a translation by the Anglo-Indian Communist 
Clemens Dutt, appeared not as a separate book, as it had in German 
and French, but as volume 38 of the forty-five-volume edition of Lenin's 
Collected Works, something that did not do much to alter what was still 
the work's relative obscurity in the English-speaking world. The Ameri
can Communist philosopher Howard Selsam commented on the note
books at several points in the early 1960s. In a 1963 article for the 
journal Studies on the ujt, Selsam hints at some differences between 
Materialism and Empirio-Criticism and the Hegel Notebooks when he 
describes the former work as imbued by "Lockean sensationalism."l7 
Nevertheless, Selsam is also careful to distance himself from Hegel, 
arguing that in 19 14-15 Lenin also read Aristotle after he "became sus
picious that Hegel was suppressing the materialist features of Aristotle's 
critique of Plato" (52). There is some general appreciation ofLenin's debt 
to Hegel and of Hegel's importance to Marxist thought. Unlike in 
Dunayevskaya's work, however, no connections are drawn between Lenin's 
Hegel Notebooks and his later political and economic theory, and there 
is no concept of a break between the notebooks and Lenin's earlier work. 

During the 1960s Dunayevskaya continued to work on Lenin's Hegel 
Notebooks as part of her Philosophy and Revolution ( 1973), where they 
are treated more extensively. She made many notes and drafts during 
this period, including some fairly lengthy ones that went through the 
Hegel Notebooks systematically. I B  There was little other discussion of 
Lenin and Hegel in the United States in the 1960s, I9 but this was to 
change in the 1970s, as many different types of Hegelian and Western 
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Marxism began to be debated hotly by the leftist intellectuals from the 
1 960s generation. 

Italy in the 1 950s and 1 960s: The Critique of Lucio Colletti 

In 1 958 Lenin's Philosophical Notebooks appeared in an Italian edition 
from one of that country's most important publishing houses, the 
independent leftist publisher Feltrinelli Editore.20 This first Italian 
edition also carried a wide-ranging 150-page introduction entitled 
"Marxism and Hegel," which was written by a young Communist 
philosopher, Lucio Colletti. Colletti's lengthy introduction was reprinted 
a decade later as the first part of his best-known book, Marxism and 
Hegel. 2 1 Colletti had written an academic thesis on Benedetto Croce 
and Hegel, but by his own account he was converted to Marxism by the 
study of Lenin's work, particularly Materialism and Empirio-Criticism. 22 

Unlike Gramsci's Hegelian Marxism, which included an interest in 
Lenin's writings on Hegel,  Colletti's writings, along with those of his 
mentor, Galvano Della Volpe, represent a counterattack by scientistic 
and materialist Marxism against Hegelianism within Marxism. Colletti's 
introduction to Lenin's Philosophical Notebooks does not directly discuss 
Lenin's relation to Hegel very much, concentrating instead on an attack 
on Hegelian Marxism in general. He criticizes "the interpretation of 
Hegel" advanced from the left to the effect that there is "a (presumed) 
contradiction in the philosophy of Hegel between the principles (revolu
tionary) and the conclusions (conservative)."23 When he takes up Marx, 
he concentrates on the 1 843 critique of Hegel's political philosophy 
rather than the more substantial and arguably more Hegelian 1 844 
"Critique of the Hegelian Dialectic." By so doing, he is able to present 
Marx's thought as focusing on economics and sociology rather than 
philosophy. 

Even the very brief twenty-page section of his introduction entitled 
"Lenin and Hegel" does not really discuss Lenin's Hegel Notebooks as 
much as might be expected, concentrating instead on Lenin's earlier 

· writings on Hegel, which, a bit closer to Colletti's own view, tend to be 
more critical and dismissive of Hegel's idealism. He takes up the young 
Lenin's dismissal of Hegel in his pamphlet What the Friends of the People 
Are ( 1894) . Colletti writes that this attack on Hegel shows that "an 
investigation of society that is limited only to ideological relations implies 
an elusion of the real object" and that what is needed instead is a 
materialistic focus that would "make a science of society" ( 155). Such a 
focus would be "a materialism that finishes and discharges without 
mythological-residues in the concrete investigation of science" ( 156). 
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This materialist conception of history is, Colletti argues, rooted in those 
of Marx's "works that we call sociological" ( 1 59), works totally opposed 
to Hegelian Marxism's "idealist and theologizing historicism" ( 160). The 
reference to historicism is probably an attack on Gramsci. Colletti does 
not dismiss the young Marx altogether, however. He points, for example, 
to the concept of alienation and of the unity of the human being with 
nature found in Marx's 1844 Manuscripts. 

When Colletti comes to Lenin's Materialism and Empirio-Criticism, he 
writes that this is a "much more complex work than it seems at first 
sight" ( 1 62). Following Della Volpe's view that Marx's dialectic is more in 
the tradition of Galileo than of Hegel,24 Colletti writes that in this book, 
Lenin argues-in Colletti's view correctly-for an "experimental, dialecti
cal method" ( 163 ). Linking dialectical method directly to the method of 
experimental science in this way is a very Engelsian concept To Lenin, 
Colletti writes, the natural scientist is a dialectician without knowing it. 

Colletti makes one criticism of Lenin at this point, however. Although 
Lenin does present us with a theory of matter, Colletti holds that 
Materialism and Empirio-Criticism lacks "a real and precise theory of scientific 
laws" ( 164). He arrives at this conclusion because he thinks that Lenin is 
too dismissive of the issues raised by the neo-Kantian philosophers of 
empiriocriticism, and therefore "Lenin does not see (or does not get to 
the bottom of) the reciprocal relation of reason and matter'' ( 1 65). 
Colletti does not advocate going toward a philosophy of praxis, however, 
something that he dismisses, attacking Gramsci directly. Gramsci is 
partly responsible, Colletti writes, for the fact that we have a "decompo
sition" of Marxism into "metaphysical materialism on the one hand, and 
the Hegelian dialectic on the other" ( 1 65). 

It is at this point that Colletti finally comes to Lenin's Hegel Notebooks, 
where he sees this same decomposition of Marxism at work: "This 
judgment becomes confirmed in our opinion, at least in part. from the 
study of the Philosophical Notebooks" ( 1 65). He is "perplexed" ( 1 66) by 
Lenin's statement that he is reading Hegel materialistically. How can 
this be, Colletti writes, when all Hegel's central categories are essentially 
theological ones? He argues that this problem arose with Engels, who 
simply tried to apply Hegel's idealist dialectic to the material world. 

To Colletti, a closely related problem in the Hegel Notebooks is that 
by fully supporting there all of Hegel's attacks on Kant, plus identifying 
strongly with the Hegelian concept of fluidity, Lenin is substituting for 
Kantianism "a dialectic that is outside space and time" ( 1 67). This critique 
seems to prefigure Colletti's move in the 1970s away from Marx and 
toward Kant. Here and elsewhere in his work Colletti avoids confronting 
the frequently made argument that it is Hegel's philosophy, not Kant's, 
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that is the more deeply rooted in history, as is seen especially in the 
Phenomenology of Mind. 25 

Colletti seizes briefly on the fuct that Lenin in his notes on Aristotle 
seems to defend the latter against Plato's idealism, but he concludes 
that even this does not solve the central issue posed by the Hegel 
Notebooks: "However that may be, it is absolutely superfluous to under
line that the assessment of Hegel in the Notebooks is quite a distance 
from the assessment that Lenin makes in 1894 at the time of the Frierul.s 
of the People and other writings which I cited . . . .  Twenty-five years later, 
for Lenin at the end of his life, [Hegel] has become so innate and 
fundamental to Marxism that he urges that Hegel studies flourish again, 
and that clubs be founded for the study of the Science of Logic . . . . The 
problem discussed here has still to be analyzed" ( 1 69). In this sense, 
Colletti fuces honestly the dilemma of aligning oneself with Lenin's 
thought while at the same time repudiating Hegel. He solves the 
dilemma by distancing himself from the Hegel Notebooks. On the 
other hand, in this introduction to their first Italian edition, he has 
hardly presented a comprehensive analysis of Lenin's Hegel Notebooks. 
In fuct, those notebooks get relatively little discussion in his introduction. 
The question of their possible links to Lenin's major post- 1 9 1 4  writings 
is not even posed. 

In 1968, by this time having left the Italian Communist party, Colletti 
returns to his critique of Lenin's reading of Hegel. He does so in an 
article attacking Marcuse's Reason and Revolution, where he impl icitly 
links Lenin's reading of Hegel to that of Marcuse.26 Colletti's critique 
here, however, is no more a wholesale repudiation of Lenin than was 
his earlier one in 1958, for during the same period he also wrote, as dis
cussed in Chapter 6, a glowing tribute to State and Revolution. 27 

In 1 969 Colletti published the lengthy book Jl marxismo e Hegel, the 
first part of which reprints his 1958 introduction to the Hegel Notebooks. 
In the second half of this work Colletti once again makes some very 
sharp attacks on Hegel, whom he links to romanticism, irrationalism, 
and reaction. He takes up a passage in the Hegel Notebooks where 
Lenin seems to embrace Hegel's concept of movement and self-movement 
( CW 38: 1 4 1  ), a discussion of a part of the Science of Logic entitled "The 
Law of Contradiction." Here he reproaches Lenin for ignoring that a bit 
further into this same passage, Hegel mentions the "ontological proof 
of the existence of God" (SL 442). According to Colletti, Hegel's whole 
discussion is not really about self-movement but about God, something 
he accuses Lenin of ignoring: "The 'reading' given by Lenin of these 
pages rests, as one can see, on a basic misinterpretation. He 'tried' to 
read Hegel 'materialistically' precisely where the latter was . . .  negating 
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matter."28 Colletti writes further that such a reading, in which he also 
claims that Lenin follows Engels, "meant a lapse of attention wherever 
Hegel talks about God" (25). Stripped to its essentials, Colletti is making 
a rather crude argument here: since Hegel's philosophical categories 
were in some respects rooted in religious ones, Hegel was therefore a 
religious, irrationalist philosopher. This ignores the historical, philo
sophical, and critical dimensions of Hegel's thought, which were the 
focus not only of Hegelian Marxists but also of Marx himself. 

Colletti also attacks what he views as Lukacs's errors in interpretation 
in The Young Hegel, linking Lukacs's standpoint to that of Lenin: "This is 
basically the same point of view that we have also found in Lenin. Both 
celebrate Hegel's 'dialectic of matter,' convinced that it is a genuine 
materialism. They discard, however 'God, the Absolute, the Pure Idea, 
ek' as if all of that were just a 'facade.' . . .  They thereby impute to Hegel 
the radical inconsistency of having produced a philosophy of 'idealism
materialism' " (60-6 1 ) .  Besides the previously mentioned general prob
lems in the interpretation of Hegel's work, there are two other problems 
with respect to the Colletti's argument here. First, as we have seen 
earlier, Lenin does not completely discard Hegel's absolute idea but 
instead writes toward the end of his notebooks that the absolute idea 
chapter of the Science of Logic "scarcely says a word about God" and 
"contains nothing at all that is specifically idealism" (CW 38:234). It is at 
an earlier stage in the Hegel Notebooks, before he read the absolute 
idea chapter, that Lenin writes that he is being careful to reject idealism, 
God, and the absolute in Hegel. Colletti does not mention that by the 
end of his reading, Lenin is stressing that the "essence of Hegel's logic is 
the dialectical method" and that "in this most itkalistic of Hegel's works 
there is the least idealism and the most materialism " ( CW 38:234). In this 
sense, Colletti should have seen Lenin's position as being worse than 
that of Lukacs, since Lukacs tends to dismiss Hegel's absolute idea as 
mystical and religious, as does Colletti. Second, and more important, 
the charge of "idealism-materialism" could be made equally against the 
young Marx, who, as we have seen, writes in the 1844 Manuscripts that 
his own standpoint is one of"a thoroughgoing Naturalism or Humanism 
[that] distinguishes itself from both Idealism and Materialism and is at 
the same time, the truth uniting both."29 In his discussions of the young 
Marx, Colletti tends to avoid this issue, and even the entire essay from 
which it is drawn, the "Critique of the Hegelian Dialectic."30 

In other passages in Marxism and Hegel Colletti once again praises 
what he regards as the more empirical and scientific stance of Material
ism and Empirio-Criticism. He also claims that Lenin is less critical of 
Kant in this work than in the Hegel Notebooks. Whereas in the former 
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book Lenin implies some links between Kant and materialism, Colletti 
argues that he moves away from such a view in the latter: "This very 
position is entirely abandoned in the Notebooks, where Lenin is always, 
or almost always, in agreement with Hegel against Kant" (84). In his 
most scathing attack against Lenin, he writes: "In his Philosophical Notebooks, 
Lenin uncritically adheres to and takes over Hegel's destruction of the 
intellect and of the principle of non-contradiction; to the point of 
reinventing for himself the very formulae of Bergson's spiritualist irra
tionalism . . .  what is set forth is, in point of fact, a collection of all the 
most representative themes of vitalist irrationalism, in the illusory belief 
that they are a new and higher form of materialism" ( 163). In this 
passage Colletti also links Lenin's stance in the Hegel Notebooks to the 
German sociologist Georg Simmel's "theme that 'Life' cannot be grasped, 
is unbegreijlich, by thought because it is contradiction, unity of opposites 
and therefore totality, whereas thought, or at least the Verstarulsbegriffe 
(intellectual concepts) are one-sided and incomplete concepts, unable 
thus to 'know the pure essence of cosmic life' " ( 163). In this sense, 
Colletti continues and sharpens his 1958 critique of the Hegel Notebooks. 

Colletti's position, unlike that of Althusser, which I will discuss in a 
moment, has at least the virtue of consistency. He does not fl inch from 
attacking Lenin's Hegel Notebooks where he sees them diverging from 
a scientific materialist position, thus pointing implicitly to what I have 
argued for in this study: a break in Lenin's thought after 19 14. The 
biggest problem is that Colletti's version of scientistic materialism, being 
essentially uncritical and undialectical, is thus opposed not only to 
Lenin's Hegelianism but also to Marx's own concept of dialectic. I take 
up some of these issues in my critique of Althusser's reading of the 
Hegel Notebooks. In many respects, however, Althusser's position par
allels that of Colletti. 

By the 1970s Colletti, recognizing that his own form of scientific 
materialism was incompatible not only with Hegelian Marxism but also 
with the Hegelian foundation of even Marx's mature work, moved to an 
anti-Marxist, neo-Kantian position. At the same time, he gave up his 
earlier far left positions on political issues that in the 1 960s had enabled 
him to extol the concept of revolutionary democracy in State and 
Revolution, contrasting it to what he considered to be the limited nature 
of bourgeois democracy. 3 1  

Western Marxism in Postwar Germany: Iring Fetscher 

Given the great interest of the West German intellectuals and student 
activists of the 1960s in Hegelian Marxism, one might have expected 
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some extensive discussion there of Lenin's Hegel Notebooks. Nonetheless, 
both the older Frankfurt School intellectuals and the younger New Left 
theorists of the student movement tended to dismiss or ignore Lenin's 
writings, including those on Hegel. This was true even after the student 
movement revived discussion on key Hegelian Marxist works from the 
1920s and afterward, including the writings of Adorno, Horkheimer, 
Lukacs, Korsch, Bloch, Marcuse, Lefebvre, and many others. In much of 
this period, however, the only German edition of Lenin's Philosophical 
Notebooks in print was an East German one with a picture of Stalin on 
the cover, which probably did not help to generate interest in this text 
among independent leftists in West Germany.32 

First-generation Critical Theorists Theodor Adorno and Max Hork
heimer did not take up Lenin's Hegel Notebooks, nor did their most 
prominent student, Jiirgen Habermas. Another one of their students, 
Oskar Negt, who was considered to be further to the left than Habermas 
and who enjoyed some influence in the student movement, did edit a 
collection of Soviet philosophical writings from the 1920s, but Negt's 
collection, issued in 1969 by Suhrkamp Verlag, the most important 
publisher of Marxist and radical theory, included nothing from or on 
Lenin's Hegel Notebooks and concentrated instead on the debate 
between the Deborinists and the mechanists.33 Negt gave his lengthy 
introduction a rather tendentious title: "Marxism as a Science of 
Legitimation: On the Genesis of Stalinist Philosophy." This introduction 
does not even mention Lenin's writings on Hegel or the debate over 
them. During this period, another second-generation Critical Theorist, 
Alfred Schmidt, wrote the introduction to a new edition of Pannekoek's 
Lenin as Philosopher, an edition that includes Korsch's sharp 1938 attack 
on the Hegel Notebooks.34 

One exception to this tendency to dismiss Lenin's Hegel Notebooks 
was the work of the Marxist Humanist Iring Fetscher, who wrote widely 
on Hegel and Marx from the 1950s onward and who taught philosophy 
and sociology first in Tiibingen and later at Frankfurt University. In the 
1950s Fetscher, who wrote a doctoral thesis on the concept of human
ism in Hegel's Philosophy of Mind, helped to launch discussion of the 
writings of Hegel and the young Marx among a new generation of 
intellectuals. He was an editor of the journal Marxismusstudien, the first 
independent German intellectual journal devoted to Marxist studies since 
1933. He frequently polemicized against Soviet and East German distor
tions of Marx's work from a Marxist Humanist standpoint. A mcyor essay 
on Marx and Hegel published by Fetscher in 1960, while closer to the 
perspective of Lukacs's History and Class Conscioumess than to Lenin's 
work, nonetheless gives a serious reading to Lenin's Hegel Notebooks.35 
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Fetscher makes several general critiques of Lenin's work before 
taking up the notebooks. He writes that the major error of orthodox 
Marxism, which in his view includes even the best work of both Engels 
and Lenin, was to interpret the Hegelian-Marxian dialectic as a "universal 
scientific key to all philosophical and political problems, which-like 
modem natural science-could provide the basis for infallible practical 
results and become a reliable 'tool' in the hands of a competent 
minority of 'specialists' " ( 42). According to Fetscher, this led to several 
other problems. First, he writes that Lenin's concept of the vanguard 
party is "an undialectical interpretation of the relationship between the 
party and proletariat" ( 42). Second, Lenin "interprets the relationship 
idealistically and elevates the party (theory) as the overriding and 
all-embracing factor" (43). Third, Lenin's reflection theory in Materialism 
and Empirio-Criticism and his "one-sided emphasis on 'materialism' " 
led to "an undialectical epistemology" (43). Fetscher also attacks sharply 
the mechanistic, positivist Marxism of Second International theoreti
cians such as Kautsky and Hilferding, a problem he traces to Engels's 
"having amalgamated in a rather confused manner" (63) Hegelian and 
positivist concepts. This amalgamation led to a situation where, after 
Engels, ''the Hegelian components are soon completely lost" (63) to 
Marxism, a trend that was taken over and vulgarized still further under 
Stalinism. 

As regards Lenin, however, Fetscher writes: "In comparison with the 
ideologists of the Second International, Lenin established fresh links 
between Marxism and Hegel" (69). He cites Lenin's famous aphorism 
on the relationship of Hegel's Science of Logic to Marx's Capital. To 
Fetscher, Lenin's interest in Hegel was greater than that of the Second 
International theorists, first of all because of his revolutionary views. A 
second reason for his interest was his desire, following Engels, to use 
"Hegel's dialectics as a tool" for the "maintenance and defense of 
materialism" (70). Lenin's study of Hegel in 1914- 15 was, to Fetscher, a 
serious grappling with Hegelian dialectics: 

In his efforts to "read" Hegel's logic and history of philosophy "material
istically," Lenin constantly notes with astonishment the closeness between 
Hegel and materialism. However, at the same time he is impressed by the 
systematic unity and breadth of Hegel's thought, and perhaps secretly 
saw in him a model for a comprehensive, materialistic, dialectical 
philosophy . . .. Lenin therefore does not understand logic as a mere 
doctrine of subjective laws of thought but instead considers it as the law 
gf development and movement behind all natural and spiritual [geistigen] 
things, the law of order and movement in the objective material world, 
and the law of subjective forms of consciousness. (72-73) 
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In this sense, Lenin has embraced significant aspects of the Hegelian 
dialectic. 

For Fetscher, however, there are also some major limits to Lenin's 
concept of dialectic even in the Hegel Notebooks. One problem is that 
Lenin is still trapped in the essentially undialectical concept of the 
party to lead. Whereas "the young Marx simply wanted to throw the 
spark of awareness (philosophy) into the midst of the proletariat" (73) to 
help them realize their position and begin revolutionary praxis, Lenin 
wants a leadership to guide the masses. Another problem is that Lenin's 
crude materialist reflection theory in Materialism and Empirio-Criticism is 
pre-Kantian and lacks even that philosophy's "critical standpoint" (75). 
Fetscher has arrived at these two points by merging Lenin's early work 
on the vanguard party and on crude materialism with the post- 19 14 
writings. He does not take up statements in the Hegel Notebooks such 
as the well-known one that "cognition not only reflects the world, but 
creates it" (CW 38:2 12), which seems to go far beyond any crude 
reflection theory. Thus, Fetscher does not really pose the possibility of a 
break in Lenin's thought in 19 14- 15, as has been done, albeit in very 
different ways, by Lefebvre, Dunayevskaya, and Colletti_!l6 

France in the 1960s and 1970s: Althusset� Garaudy, and Beyond 

After 1960 another important group of discussions were those in France 
by Garaudy, Louis Althusser and his colleagues, and others who joined 
in the debate. Although Althusser remained a Communist party mem
ber until his death in 1990 after a decade of psychiatric care, some of 
his younger followers joined Maoist groups in the 1960s. Better known 
in the English-speaking world for his notion of an "epistemological 
break" between the writings of the young and the mature Marx and for 
his concept of "ideological state apparatuses," Althusser also commented 
frequently on Lenin's work. Because Althusser's discussion of Lenin's 
relation to Hegel is the most serious and widely discussed counterargu
ment to the main thrust of this study, I will devote considerable space to 
his arguments. Thus, my critique of Althusser is also a defense of the 
central arguments that I have made in this work, especially in part 1. 

Unlike Lefebvre, Althusser sought to separate Lenin from Hegel. 
That he was anxious to be known as an authority on Lenin as well as 
Marx is seen in the title of his third book on Marxist theory, Lenine et la 
philosophie ( 1969). When a much-expanded version of the book appeared 
in English two years later, he kept that title even though in the expanded 
version only two of the nine essays are devoted to Lenin. In fact, two of 
this book's other essays, one on Marx's Capital and the other on 
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ideological state apparatuses, have evoked fur more discussion than did 
his essays specifically on Lenin. 

In his first book, Far Marx ( 1965), Althusser exhibits a virulent an
tipathy not only to the writings of the young Marx but also to Hegel: 

"Priority is given to one essential of any Marxist historical study: rigor, a 
rigorous conception of Marxist concepts . .. what distinguished them 
once and for all from their phantoms . .. .  One phantom is more espe
cially crucial than any other today: the shade of Hegel. To drive this 
phantom back into the night we need a little more light on Marx."37 
Such a notion of driving Hegel "back into the night" shows Althusser as 
the most vehemently anti-Hegelian of any leading Marxist intellectual 
of the period. 

Given such a view of Hegel's threat to Marxism, it should not be 
surprising that Althusser also had a very unusual reading of Lenin's 
relation to Hegel. In fact, his view of Lenin and Hegel downplayed 
almost completely Lenin's debt to Hegel, even in the 19 14-15 Hegel 
Notebooks. In many respects, Althusser's work, like Colletti's, thus 
represents a counterattack on the more humanist and Hegelian Marx
ism that had begun to be articulated from the 1940s onward. He 
launched this counterattack on three fronts: ( 1) against the young Marx, 
(2) against Marx's debt to Hegel, and (3) against Lenin's debt to Hegel. It 
is the third front that most concerns us here. 

In an essay entitled "On the Materialist Dialectic" ( 1963), later included 
in Far Marx, Althusser discusses Lenin's Hegel Notebooks, implying 
that Lenin criticized Engels and Plekhanov for being too Hegelian. He 
writes that "Lenin himself criticized Engels and Plekhanov for having 
'applied' the dialectic externally to 'examples' from the natural sciences" 
( 170). In a footnote to this sentence Althusser splices two citations from 
Lenin's Hegel Notebooks. The first passage from Lenin that Althusser 
quotes states that "Hegel's logic cannot be applied in its given form, it 
cannot be taken as given. One must separate out from it the logical 
(epistemological) nuances, after purifying them from lrkenmystik [mystical 
idealism]; that is still a big job'' ( 170; see also C W  38:266) The second 
passage he quotes reads: "The correctness of this aspect of the content 
of dialectics [the 'identity of opposites'(Althusser's note)] must be tested 
by the history of science. This aspect of dialectics (e.g., in Plekhanov) 
usually receives inadequate attention: the identity of opposites is taken 
as the sum-total of examples ('for example, a seed,' 'for example, 
primitive communism.' The same is true of Engels. But it is 'in the 
interests of popularization . .  .') and not as a law of cognition (and as a 
law of the objective world)" ( 170; see also CW 38:359). Althusser writes 
further that "the external application of a concept is never equivalent to 
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a theoretical practice" (170). He thus leads us to believe that Lenin 
wrote in the Hegel Notebooks that Plekhanov's and Engels's errors lay 
in rigidly applying Hegel's dialectic to phenomena. 

Unfortunately for Althusser's argument, a closer inspection of the 
texts in question reveals that he has quoted Lenin entirely out of 
context. The first quotation from Lenin, to the effect that Hegel's logic 
cannot be applied in its given form, is not about Engels or Plekhanov at 
all but is a critique of Hegel's view of Greek philosophy drawn from 
Lenin's notes on Hegel's H'Mtary of Philosophy. 

Second, the previously quoted critique of Engels and Plekhanov, 
which Lenin made in the essay fragment "On the Question of Dialectics" 
(1915), is hardly for too rigid a reliance on Hegel. To the contrary, 
Lenin reproaches them for quite a different reason. Let me quote the 
passage in question in full from Lenin's Hegel Notebooks: 

The splitting of a single whole and the cognition of its contradictory parts 
(see the quotation from Philo on Heraclitus at the beginning of Section 
III, "On cognition," in Lassalle's book on Heraclitus) is the essence (one of 
the "essentials," one of the principal, if not the principal, characteristics 
of dialectics. That is precisely how Hegel, too, puts the matter (Aristotle 
in his Metaphysics continually grapples with it and combats Heraclitus and 
Heraclitean ideas). 

The correctness of this aspect of the content of dialectics must be 
tested by the history of science. This aspect of dialectics (e.g., in Plekhanov) 
usually receives inadequate attention: the identity of opposites is taken as 
the sum-total of examples ("for example, a seed," "for example, primitive 
communism." The same is true of Engels. But it is "in the interests of 
popularization . . .  ") and not as a law of cognition (and as a law of the 
objective world). (CW 38:359) 

This passage is a bit opaque, especially because of its frequent (and 
sometimes unfinished) parentheses, but the first paragraph (which 
Althusser does not quote) begins with a discussion of the concept of 
contradiction as the "essence of dialectics." Lenin mentions several 
philosophers, but since Hegel is the one in question, it should be noted 
that Lenin writes that seeing contradiction as the essence of dialectics 
"is precisely how Hegel, too, puts the matter." From the overall context, 
there appears to be not a critique of Hegel but rather an appreciation 
of his concept of dialectic. In the second paragraph comes the critique 
of Engels and Plekhanov for giving this aspect of dialectics inadequate 
attention. Where then, is the critique of Hegel in this passage? Not only 
can it not be found, but the entire passage reads more plausibly as an 
appreciation of Hegel on dialectics and a critique ofEngels and Plekhanov 
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for not grasping the profundity of what Hegel had done, especially on 
the crucially important concept of contradiction. 

This interpretation is borne out by another passage on Plekhanov in 
Lenin's Hegel Notebooks, this one also in his discussion of Hegel's Histury 
of Philosophy. Lenin writes: "Plekhanov wrote probably nearly 1,000 pages 
on philosophy (dialectics) . . . .  There is in them nil about the Larger 
Logic [Hegel's Science of Logic ] its thoughts (i.e., dialectic proper, as 
philosophical science) nil!!" (C W 38:277). Far from critiquing Plekhanov 
for applying Hegel too directly, Lenin attacks him for never seriously 
grappling with Hegel at all. Therefore, Althusser's reading of Lenin's 
text is shown once again to be a very problematic one indeed. 

Unlike those who, like Lefebvre, have lamented Marx's failure to 
complete his projected 1858 essay on dialectics, Althusser writes that in 
Capital, Marx "settled his relation with the Hegelian dialectic" and 

"never took the time" to write the essay on dialectics because "it was not 
essential to the development of his theory" ( 174). In support of this 
claim Althusser again quotes Lenin's Hegel Notebooks: "If Marx did not 
leave behind him a 'Logic' (with a capital letter) he did leave the logic of 
Capital, and this ought to be utilized to fill in this question" ( 175; see 
also C W  38:3 19). The problem with such an argument is that Lenin 
wrote this comment as part of what may have been an attempt to fill 
this gap, an extensive study of Hegel's Logic, a study in which he also 
wrote that it is "impossible completely to understand" Marx's Capitol "with
out having thoroughly understood the whole of Hegel's Logic" (C W 38: 
180). As we will see a bit later, however, Althusser manages in Lenin and 
Philosophy to read even this passage as a repudiation of Hegel. 

Far from being uninterested in the category of contradiction, Althusser 
focuses on this category, writing that "as Lenin said, the dialectic is the 
concept of contradiction in the very essence of things" (2 17). As I have 
already shown, however, he neglects to mention Lenin's acknowledged 
debt to Hegel on this very issue. Against what he perceives to be 
Hegelian abstractions, Althusser advocates the "concreteness" of"Marx, 
Engels, Lenin, Stalin and Mao" (206). It is in fact Mao's essay "On 
Contradiction" ( 1937) to which Althusser seems to be most indebted in 
his overall concept of contradiction. Despite the few previously cited 
references to minor texts in Lenin's Hegel Notebooks, throughout Far 
Marx Althusser never discusses or even cites anything from the key text 
in Lenin's Hegel Notebooks, his "Abstract of Hegel's Science of Logic." 

During the 1960s Roger Garaudy was the chief philosopher of the 
French Communist party and the editor of the French edition of 
Lenin's Collected Warks. Especially after Lefebvre had been expelled, 
Garaudy was in many respects Althusser's theoretical rival within the 
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party. Garaudy had by now moved away from his earlier crude material
ism toward a more humanistic and Hegelian Marxism. In 1968 he 
published a small book, Lenine, that devoted considerable space to the 
Hegel Notebooks and that may have been at least in part in answer to 
Althusser, although the latter is never mentioned. In Lenine Garaudy 
writes that Hegel's Logic is the text that Lenin "studied passionately in 
1915,"38 in this way taking up Marx's own earlier concern with Hegel. 
Taking a position different from the pronouncements on the originality 
of Lenin's Materialism and Empirio-Criticism that he had made during the 
party's attacks on Merleau- Ponty in 1955, Garaudy now writes that 
before 19 14 Lenin "held to the conceptions of Kautsky" with regard to 
"defining the dialectic" (39). Garaudy also writes that Lenin's Hegel 
Notebooks, as well as Marx's 1844 Manuscripts, "had been excluded 
during Stalin's time . .. because they were incompatible with a dogmatic 
interpretation of Marxism" (40). 

Garaudy raises two major points on the originality of Lenin's Hegel 
Notebooks. ( 1) Unlike Lenin's Materialism and Empirio-Criticism and its 
crude reflection theory, his "profound reading of Hegel's Science of Logic 
permits Lenin to integrate Hegel's critique of immediacy into materialism" 
(40). He also singles out Lenin's sharp critique of Plekhanov for criticizing 
Kant in a "vulgar" rather than in a "dialectical" materialist manner, 
because, in Lenin's view, Plekhanov had never really taken up seriously 
Hegel's critique of Kant. (2) Garaudy writes that Lenin's reading of 
Hegel "took Lenin to a re-evaluation of idealism" in the spirit of the 
young Marx (43-44), here suggesting also that both Lenin and Marx 
were fur closer to Hegel than to Feuerbach. He quotes Lenin on the 
relationship of idealism and materialism: "intelligent idealism is closer 
to intelligent materialism than stupid materialism" ( 45; see also C W  
38:276). For Garaudy, "Lenin has profoundly assimilated the Hegelian 
conception of the dialectical rapport between the ideal and the real" 
(49). Garaudy goes on to connect Lenin's new concept of dialectic 
developed during his Hegel studies to his book Imperialism ( 19 16), 
writing that here "the dialectic method is applied by Lenin to economic 
analysis" (50). Like Dunayevskaya, he views Lenin's new concept of 
dialectic after 19 14 as being at the root of Lenin's debate with Bukharin 
over the self-determination of nations. Unfortunately Garaudy develops 
these points only in a very schematic sense, without much detailed 
analysis of Lenin's writings, especially his Hegel Notebooks. 

That same tumultuous year, 1968, also saw Althusser's appearance as 
the featured speaker before the annual colloquium of the prestigious 
Societe Fran�aise de Philosophie, where he delivered a paper entitled 

"Lenin and Philosophy," published as a book the following year.39 Here 
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Althusser again takes up some of the themes discussed earlier, but 
focused on Lenin's Materialism and Empirio-Criticism rather than the 
Hegel Notebooks. Yet Althusser's paper hardly repeats the wooden 
discussions of Lenin by Garaudy and other party ideologues in the 
1 950s. His paper rests more on a notion of a radical break with the very 
concept of philosophy than on a detailed exegesis of Materialism and 
Empirio-Criticism. 40 

Althusser begins by tracing French academic philosophy's reluctance 
for many years to take up not only Lenin but also leading thinkers who 
wrote in German such as Marx, Freud, Hegel, and even Kant. He also 
mentions, within France itself, "the few great minds against which" 
academic philosophy "set its face, like Comte and Durkheim" (28). 
According to Althusser, academic philosophy is hostile to Mandsm 
because ( 1) "it cannot bear the idea that it might have something to 
learn from politics" and (2) "it cannot bear the idea that philosophy 
might be the object of a theory, i.e., of an objective knowledge" (32). 
Furthermore, "philosophy has to recognize that it is not more than a 
certain investment of politics," and "Lenin happens to have been the 
first to say so" (33). This is a disarmingly elegant presentation of a crude 
and dogmatic concept from Materialism and Empirio-Criticism, Lenin's 
notion of "partyness in philosophy," a notion to which Althusser returns 
at the end of his paper. 

Adopting, as he did in his earlier writings, Gaston Bachelard's notion 
of an "epistemological break," Althusser sees Marxism as "the founda
tion of a new science" (40) based on an antiphilosophy reading of 
Marx's famous eleventh thesis on Feuerbach. This thesis reads: "Philoso
phers have only interpreted the world in various ways; the point is to 
change it."41 Basing his argument on this thesis, Althusser opposes the 
notion of creating a Marxist philosophy at all, including the efforts by 
Lukacs and Gramsci to create "a philosophy, a post-Hegelian 'philosophy 
of praxis' " (44). From here he moves to what he calls Lenin's "real 
philosophical theses" (47): ( 1) that philosophy "is not a science" (48); (2) 
that nonetheless "there is a privileged link between philosophy and the 
sciences" (5 1); and (3) that philosophy is seen by Lenin (correctly in 
Althusser's view) as "a struggle between materialism and idealism," 
which "amounts to the claim that essentially philosophy has no history" 
(54-55). Thus, despite the sophisticated theoretical presentation, we are 
back to the old Engelsian dogma of materialism versus idealism as the 
nodal point of Marxist theory. 

If Althusser thus opposes any hint of idealism, this is accompanied 
by equally sharp attacks on empiricism, as he quotes Lenin's statement 
from What Is to Be Dcrrw1 again and again: "Without revolutionary theory 
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there is no revolutionary movement" (52). Althusser finds within Lenin's 
Materialism and Empirio-Criticism his own concept of Marxist theory as 
"anti-empiricism and anti-philosophy" (51). The problem with such a 
position is that it is called into question by Lenin's Hegel Notebooks, 
which were concerned with philosophy, and with Hegelian idealism in 
particular. In a curious reading of Lenin's philosophical practice, Althusser 
sees Lenin's chief contribution as an attempt "to protect scientific 
practice against the assaults of idealist philosophy, the scientific against 
the assaults of the ideological" (6 1). Finally we come again to the 
question of partyness in philosophy-for Althusser, the notion that "all 
philosophy is partisan" in the centuries-old political struggle between 
materialism and idealism (64). Once again, he refuses any notion of 
Marxism as a philosophy: "Less than ever can we say that Marxism is a 
new philosophy: a philosophy of praxis. At the heart of Marxist theory, 
there is science" (67-68). By taking part in the class struggle Marxism 
becomes "not a (new) philosophy of praxis" but instead "a (new) practice 
of philosophy" (68). 

The glaring gap in this lengthy paper on Lenin and philosophy is 
that Lenin's Hegel Notebooks are barely mentioned and never seriously 
discussed. When it was read to the Societe Frant;:aise de Philosophie, 
that was precisely the issue raised from the floor by Hyppolite, in what 
was one of his last public appearances before his death that same year: 

As to Lenin, I think that the Philosophical Notebooks are subsequent to the 
book against empirio-criticism; I am familiar above all with the Philosophical 
Notebooks, and it seems to me that the great admiration that Lenin shows 
for Hegel, the surprising manner in which he copies Hegel, is as surpris
ing as the manner in which he copies Abel Rey with [writing] in the 
margin, "shamefaced materialist, go away." As for Hegel, he says things in 
the margins which are very profound: he remarks, with respect to the 
theory of essence, that he moves well [va bien] between the accidental and 
the essential ,  because between the deeper currents and the surface, the 
surface is very important for explaining things.42 

Althusser does not respond to this challenge directly but returns 
to the old, familiar tunes of partyness in philosophy and Marxism 
as science. The core of Lenin's contribution lies "not at all in the 
book against empirio-criticism, nor in the Philosophical Notebooks . . . it 
is in his texts studying Marx, in his work on economic analysis, 
and above all his political writings."43 At this juncture Althusser 
seems to have attempted to evade the issue of Lenin's relation to 
Hegel altogether, especially when one considers that it was in the Hegel 
Notebooks that Lenin wrote that one could not fully grasp Marx's 
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chief economic work, Capitol, without first having studied the whole of 
Hegel's Logic. 

It was possibly to answer Hyppolite's critique that in 1969 Althusser 
wrote a short essay entitled "Lenin before Hegel."44 This key essay 
begins with a brief synopsis of the paper given in 1968 to the Societe 
Fran�aise de Philosophie. In an apparent effort to defend himself 
against charges that he had "Althusserized" Lenin in this paper, he 
claims very modestly that "all these ideas can be found in Materialism 
and Empirio-Criticism, either explicitly or implicitly. All I have done is to 
make them more explicit" ( 108). 

Since he is now writing on Lenin and Hegel, he cannot completely 
avoid the Lenin-Hegel relationship, as he had done in his 1968lecture. 
But he can downplay the importance of Lenin's study of Hegel in the 
time-honored fashion of the Stalinist editors who created the melange 
called Lenin's Philosophical Notebooks, combining disparate texts from 
over two decades on issues relating to philosophy to cover up the Hegel 
Notebooks in a mass of extraneous material. Althusser begins by stressing 
that the brief notes (twelve pages) in Lenin's Philosophical Notebooks on 
Feuerbach were written "before he read Hegel:' In this first move to 
distance Lenin from Hegel, he writes: "Hence Lenin read Feuerbach 
and Hegel" ( 108; emphasis added). Then he jumps all the way back to 
1894, when, he claims, Lenin at the age of twenty-four dismissed 
Hegel's "empty dialectical scheme" (110; see also CW 1: 164). In fact, this 
quotation is not from Lenin at all but from Mikhailovsky, his opponent 
in 1894.4 5 Althusser stresses that "the best way to understand Hegel and 
the relation between Marx and Hegel is above all to have read and 
understood Capitol, "  claiming that as early as 1894 Lenin had "understood 
it better than anyone else ever had" ( 1 10). 

Now Althusser is ready to take up one of the most difficult issues for 
his attempt to separate Lenin from Hegel, Lenin's famous statement in 
the Hegel Notebooks on the relation of Hegel's Logic to Marx's Capital. 
Althusser quotes this statement: "Aphorism: it is impossible completely 
to understand Marx's Capital, and especially its first chapter, without 
having thoroughly studied and understood the whole of Hegel's Logic. 
Consequently, half a century later none of the Marxists understood 
Marx!" ( 1 10; see also CW 38: 180). In a virtual "deconstruction" of Lenin's 
text, Althusser advances four arguments in an effort to read this state
ment in an anti-Hegelian manner. 

( 1) Althusser writes that there is something obviously wrong with 
taking Lenin's statement at face value, because that would mean that 
Lenin had not really understood Marx until 1914, a notion that he 
dismisses as unworthy of discussion. As shown earlier, several other 
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commentators have focused precisely on this point to suggest a break in 
Lenin's thought after 1914, something Althusser is as determined to 
deny as he is determined to uphold a break in Marx's thought after the 
1840s. 

(2) He fairly pounces on the phrase "Capital, especially its first 
chapter," and says that Lenin meant that you need Hegel's Logic to 
grasp chapter 1 of Capiwl "because it is still Hegelian, not only in its 
terminology, but also in its order of exposition" (Ill). Thus, he attempts 
to limit Lenin's statement to chapter 1 while dismissing that chapter as 
relatively unimportant Again, this flies in the face of other commentators, 
including Lukacs in History and Class Consciousness and even Marx 
himself in the preface to the 1872-75 French edition ofCapiwl. There, 
Marx wrote: "The method of analysis which I have employed . . .  makes 
the reading of the first chapters rather arduous, and it is to be feared that the 
French public ... may be disheartened because they will be unable to 
move on at once .. .. This is a disadvantage I am powerless to overcome ... . 
There is no royal road to science, and only those who do not dread the 
fatiguing climb of its steep paths have a chance of gaining its luminous 
summits."46 Thus, unlike Althusser, Marx seems to give great impor
tance to chapter 1, especially for French readers. 

(3) In his most daring move, Althusser attempts to reverse Lenin's 
statement, contending that it makes more sense that way: "Lenin did not 
need to read Hegel in order to understand him, because he had 
already understood Marx. Bearing this in mind, I shall hazard a per
emptory aphorism of my own: 'A century and a half later no one has 
understood Hegel because it is impossible to understand Hegel with
out having thoroughly studied and understood Capital'" (112). This 
aphorism is certainly Althusserian in its anti-Hegelianism combined 
with its commitment to serious theorizing, but it fails to answer why 
Lenin so assiduously studied Hegel in the midst of a crisis of Marxism 
during World War I. 

(4) Althusser contends that the Hegel Notebooks are really only 
notes after all, many of them merely "to summarize what one has just 
read" rather than notes "to assess what one has just read" ( 113). This 
argument cannot explain away the many Hegelian statements in Lenin's 
Notebooks, however, statements that seem to be not summaries but 
rather analysis and assessment, including the one on the need to 
understand Hegel's Logic to fully grasp Capiwl. 

Althusser now wants to show us what Lenin's "materialist reading" of 
Hegel consists of ( 1 15). It means not just a mere "inversion" of Hegel, 
putting "matter in place of the Idea" ( 1 13), but a "proletarian class 
viewpoint" ( 1 14), which involves the rejection of most of Hegel and the 
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extraction of"certain well-chosen fruits" (113). He quotes Lenin to the 
effect that "nine-tenths of it [Hegel's thought, or part of it], however, is 
chaff, rubbish" (113; see also CW 38:154). Although it is certainly true 
that Lenin occasionally makes such statements in his Hegel Notebooks, 
the extracts from Hegel that he writes down are so extensive that there 
is still a lot left over after the "rubbish" has been extracted. Additionally, 
it should be noted that Lenin makes this remark when he is only about 
halfway through Hegel's text As he works his way through the Logic, he 
shows a greater and greater appreciation of Hegel. 

The final section of Althusser's article, entitled "What Is It That 
Interests Lenin?" revolves around two issues: (1) Althusser does acknowl
edge that Lenin partially embraces Hegel's critique of Kant as he reads 
the Logic, but he still sees no key differences between Lenin's view in 
1914-15 and that in Materialism andEmpirio-Criticism: "Lenin uses Hegel's 
criticism of Kant to criticize Kant from the viewpoint of science, of 
scientific objectivity and its correlate, the material existence of its 
object" ( 119). Is that all that Lenin appropriates from Hegel's critique of 
Kant? Many would argue differently, especially when Lenin moves into 
the last book of the Logic, the "Subjective Logic, or the Doctrine of the 
Notion," where he seems to embrace Hegel's notion of subjectivity 
while sharply attacking Kant 

(2) Most importantly, Althusser does not flinch from acknowledging 
that "Lenin is passionately interested in the chapter on the Absolute 
Idea, which he also sees as the most materialist" ( 120). How can Althusser 
reconcile his own antihumanism and anti-idealism with Lenin's fascina
tion with Hegel's absolute idealism in the last chapter of the Logic? The 
argument is once again quite intricate: unlike the humanism of other 
parts of Hegel's work, writes Althusser, "a process without a subject is 
precisely what can be found in the chapter on the Absolute Idea" ( 121 ). 

This is because Hegel's "Absolute Idea is simply the absolute method ... 
the idea of process is the only Absolute" (121). What of course interesl'l 
the antihumanist Althusser here is this notion of a "process without a 

subject, both in reality and in scientific knowledge" (123). He concludes 
that if one then adds a "proletarian class viewpoint" (124), one can thus 

"obtain the Marxist-Leninist concept of the materialist dialectic" (123) 
from Hegel's absolute idea. 

There is a major problem with such a thesis, however. In the first 
paragraph of his chapter on the absolute idea, Hegel focuses on "fret• 
subjective Notion that is for itself and possesses personality" (SL 824). 
rhis concept, which is permeated with subjectivity, is central to th(' 
entire chapter.47 Second, Althusser sees an objectivity that has by the• 
concluding chapter on the absolute idea eliminated all subjectivity, 
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thus ending the Logic with a process without a subject I think Marx's 
view of this issue in his 1844 Manuscripts is preferable. There, Marx 
characterizes Hegel's dialectic in a manner totally opposite to that of 
Althusser, writing of a subjectivity that has absorbed objectivity as the 
core concept: "the subjectivity of objective essential capacities, whose 
action must, therefore, also be objective." 48 Of course, to Althusser, such 
writings of Marx are pre-Marxist. That adjective might more easily be 
applied to his own scientistic view: pre-Marxist and also pre-Hegelian. 

In sum, Althusser does, to his credit, make a most original and 
intricate attack on the notion of an affinity between Hegelian and 
Marxist concepts of dialectic. Although he is better known for doing so 
through his attacks on Hegelian influences in Marxism and his related 

' 

notion of an epistemological break in Marx's thought, his work on 
Lenin is an important part of his intellectual project Here, on the 
contrary, he stubbornly denies even the possibility of a break in Lenin's 
thought between the period of crude materialism as expressed in 
Materialism and Empirio-Critici.sm and the Hegel Notebooks. In this sense 
his critique lacks the probing and intellectually more honest character 
of Colletti's earlier discussion. Colletti admitted to a break in Lenin's 
thought but deplored the post- 19 14 tum to Hegel. Althusser did for a 
time manage to shift the debate away from the crudity of Materialism and 
Empirio-Criticism versus the profundity of the Hegel Notebooks to the 
question of whether Lenin-and for that matter, Marx-broke with 
philosophy altogether. But that is just another way of arguing that they 
broke completely with Hegel. Why then, if Marx had done so already, 
did Lenin see the need to return to Hegel at such great length in 
19 14- 15? Althusser does not even attempt to answer this question.49 

During the 1970s new discussions on Lenin and Hegel took place in 
other quarters. In 1970 the Trotskyist theorist Michael Lowy, a student 
of Lucien Goldmann, published an article on Lenin's post- 19 14 theo
retical work. 50 Without mentioning Althusser, but seemingly responding 
to some of his arguments, Lowy writes that the early Lenin, then under 
the influence of Plekhanov in matters of philosophy, made the error of 

"identifying metaphysical materialism as a current within Marxism" 
( 132). LOwy argues that it was the "break [coupure]" in Lenin's thought 
occasioned by his 19 14-15 Hegel studies that led to the radicalism of 
his 19 17 April Theses. 

Lowy writes that the Marxism of the Second International with which 
Lenin broke in 1914 was "pre-dialectical" ( 138) in that it held to vulgar 
materialist positions, privileged objectivity over subjectivity, reduced 
the dialectic to a Datwinian evolutionism, had an abstract scientific
naturalist concept of historical laws, and tended to reduce phenomena 
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to their separate and distinct components rather than seeing them in a 
broad, totalistic framework. Lenin's innovations after his Hegel studies 
were several. First, he began to draw a sharp separation between "stupid" 
and "vulgar" materialism and dialectical materialism, criticizing in par
ticular the mechanistic materialism of Plekhanov. Second, he moved 
from a unilinear to a dialectical concept of causality, now viewing cause 
and effect as a mutual interaction. Third, he worked out a dialectical 
rather than an evolutionary conception of historical development Fourth, 
he distanced himself from rigid conceptions of historical or scientific 
laws. Fifth, he developed a concept of totality that anticipated that of 
Lukacs in History and Class Consciousness. Lowy writes that in all these 
ways, Lenin "liberated" himself from the "pseudo-orthodoxy of the 
Second International, of the limit which the latter placed on his thought" 
( 142). He was on the road toward 1917. Lowy writes further that "what 
interests us here is less a study of the philosophic content of the 
Notebooks 'in themselves' than one of their polilical ccmsequences" ( 142) 
and thus does not take his analysis of Lenin on Hegel beyond this fairly 
general level. He argues that Lenin's 19 17 positions were a break not 
only with reformism but also with pre- 19 14 Bolshevism. 

In 1974 French Hegel scholar Guy Planty-Bonjour published Hegel et 
La pensee philosophique en Russie, which devotes a chapter to Plekhanov 
and Lenin. In this book Planty-Bonjour tends to downplay the differ
ences between Lenin and Plekhanov on dialectics, arguing that Plekhanov 
did work out much of his concept of dialectic based on a materialist 
reading of the Hegelian theory of contradiction. Thus, he finds Lenin's 
attacks on Plekhanov in the Hegel Notebooks to be "excessive." 51 Planty
Bonjour also points to the fact that, in his 1922 article in Under the 
Ban'TII!T of Marxism, Lenin did urge the youth to study Plekhanov and 
argues that "the opposition between these two men is more political 
than philosophical" (273). 

Planty-Bonjour also argues for a fundamental continuity between 
Lenin's earlier and later writings on Hegel, writing that his 1914-15 
notebooks "certainly very much enriched" (273) the stance toward 
Hegel that Lenin first developed in the 1890s. He argues that in the 
Hegel Notebooks "Lenin critiques and refutes Hegel. The idealist 
dialectic is not the Marxist dialectic and the Russian reader does not 
hesitate to notice this ....  One who reads Hegel's text, then goes to 
Lenin's text -this is in any case the only profitable procedure-often 
has the impression that Lenin has just made a misinterpretation" (282). 
Lenin has not, however, misinterpreted Hegel. This confusion has 
frequently arisen because, argues Planty-Bonjour, in the notebooks 
Lenin is not really commenting on or summarizing Hegel but rather 
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"utilizing the Hegelian dialectic to justify dialectical materialism" and 
also to clarify the latter by use of Hegel's text (283). With such implau
sible arguments he seeks to avoid the "one-sidedness" and "sterile op
position" (284) between the positions of Althusser on the one hand 
and those of Lefebvre, Garaudy, and Lukacs on the other. Regard
ing Lenin's overall heritage, he writes that it is "curious to note that an 
author who said so clearly that it is impossible to understand Marx 
without thoroughly studying Hegel had heirs who viewed Hegel as a 
'dead dog' " (3 17). In sum, while defending in general the importance of 
Hegel to Marxism, Planty-Bonjour also concedes quite a bit to Althusser 
and other anti-Hegelian Marxists. He creates a synthesis of the early 
and later Lenin plus Plekhanov, obscuring the new and most creative 
aspects of the Hegel Notebooks. After the mid- 1970s the debate over 
Lenin and Hegel in France seemed to die down, as did many other 
debates over Marxist theory, as the focus of intellectuals moved toward 
anti-Marxist positions. By the 1990s there was little trace of the earlier 
discussions of Lenin and Hegel, which had developed over four decades, 
beginning in the late 1930s. 

The United States in the 1970s and 1980s: 
Dunayevskaya's Critiques of Lenin 

Numerous discussions of Lenin and Hegel took place in the United 
States from 1970 on. From the early 1960s onward Dunayevskaya contin
ued to work on Philosophy and Revolution (1973), a Hegelian Marxist 
work that made Lenin's Hegel Notebooks so central to its argument that 
the author wrote of the "theoretical void in the Marxist movement since 
the death of Lenin."52 An early and abbreviated version of her discus
sion there of Lenin and Hegel appeared in one of the first issues of 
Telos, a journal founded by intellectuals from the 1960s generation. 53 
During the 1970s Telos introduced the work of Lukacs, Korsch, Adorno, 
Benjamin, Merleau-Ponty, and many other Western Marxists to the 
English-speaking world, before moving to a leftist post-Marxist position 
and, still later, to an almost neoconsetvative one. Dunayevskaya's 1970 
assessment of Lenin for Telos was somewhat different from her stance in 
Marxism and Freedom ( 1958), for in that later work she critiques what she 
terms Lenin's philosophic ambivalence. This notion revolves around the 
fact that Lenin never made his Hegel Notebooks public. She argues 
that, although he gave some indication of a new stance toward Hegel in 
public statements after 1915, Lenin left an ambivalent heritage in that 
he also allowed Materialism and Empirio-Criticism to be reissued in 
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Russia after the revolution without any comment distancing himself 
from that early mechanistic work. 

At the time strongly influenced by Dunayevskaya's work on Lenin 
and Hegel, Telos founder Paul Piccone published an article on this 
topic in 1970 entitled "Toward an Understanding of Lenin's Philosophy" 
in Radical America, another theoretical journal established by New Left 
activists, some of whom held positions close to those of C. L. R. James. 
This article, which appeared in a special "Lenin-Hegel" issue of Radical 
America, mainly takes up a critique of Materialism and Empirio-Criticism. 
Piccone begins his essay by defending the dialectic as the core of 
Marxism and writes that "Lenin's philosophy must be seen within the 
context of a crisis of Marxism and, in its historical development from 
Materialism and Empirio-Criticism to the Philosophical Notebooks, as an 
attempt to overcome such a crisis." 54 Piccone argues further that "it is 
imperative to distinguish between Lenin's early mechanistic materialism, 
and his late dialectical Leninism" (9), citing not only the Hegel Note
books but also Lenin's 1922 call to establish a "Society of Materialist 
Friends of the Hegelian Dialectic" (20). He also writes: "Even though 
Lenin outgrew his crude epistemology and his political programs show 
a living dialectic unsurpassed to this day, he never reformulated his 
obsolete earlier account, and left Marxism as much of a fragment as he 
had found it at the tum of the century" (20). Piccone writes further that 
Hegelian Marxists such as Lukacs, Gramsci, and Korsch tried to pick up 
these threads but also failed, leading him to conclude that "it remains 
today as the main task of the New Left to pick up precisely where the 
theoretical elaboration was left off so as to expedite the development of 
a concrete political praxis" (20). Piccone and most of his Telos colleagues 
almost immediately moved away from some of these positions, espe
cially from the attempt to critically appropriate Lenin's Hegel Notebooks. 
Nonetheless, this episode, brief as it was, shows that in the United States 
the discussion of Lenin and Hegel was, as in France, caught up intimately 
with more generalized discussions of Hegelian and Western Marxism 
and the post-1968 search for a philosophy of revolution. 

Dunayevskaya's Philosophy and Revolution takes up Lenin in the con
text of what she saw as the needed return by Marxists to a direct but 
critical appropriation of Hegel: "Because the transformation of reality is 
so central to the. Hegelian dialectic, Hegel's philosophy comes to life, 
over and over again, in all periods of crisis and transition, when a new 
historic turning point has been reached, when the established society is 
undermined and a foundation is laid for a new social order." 55 She i'l 
referring especially to Marx's 1844 Manuscripts, Lenin's Hegel Notebook'!, 
and the post-World War II probing into Marx's relation to Hegel. 
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Her own book examines some of Hegel's most idealistic works, 
finding there a concept of "absolute negativity as new beginning" (3). 
Dunayevskaya finds Hegel's dialectic to be at its most critical and 
revolutionary where it is the most abstract "Precisely where Hegel 
sounds most abstract, seems to close the shutters tight against the whole 
movement of history, there he lets the lifeblood of the dialectic-absolute 
negativity-pour in" (3 1-32). In particular she elaborates more fully in 
this book her overall concept of Hegel's absolutes as a crucial vantage 
point for Hegelian Marxism. She also takes up Marx's relation to Hegel 
as expressed in the 1844 Manuscripts, the Gntndrisse, and Capital before 
coming to Lenin. After taking up Lenin, the book moves into a critique 
of three later radical theorists, Trotsky, Mao, and Sartre, before examin
ing contemporary theoretical and political issues in the African revolut
ions, the East European revolts, and the 1960s social movements. 
Although the Hegelian concept of absolute negativity as new beginning 
grounds the entire work, its turning point is the chapter entitled "The 
Shock of Recognition and the Philosophical Ambivalence of Lenin." 
Lenin is portrayed as, on the one hand, the only major Marxist leader 
in the generation that followed Marx to have made a serious study of 
Hegel. On the other hand, he is a theorist whose philosophical ambiva
lence helped to bury Hegel studies within Marxism, especially after his 
death. 

As she did in Marxism and Freedom, Dunayevskaya argues that Lenin's 
critique of the Second International leadership on dialectics in the 
Hegel Notebooks was also a self-critique. As Lenin became more and 
more immersed in Hegel once he got past the beginning sections of the 
Science of wgic, he gave up his wariness and his constant resolve to read 
Hegel materialistically, instead experiencing "the shock of recognition 
that the Hegelian dialectic was revolutionary" (97). Lenin began to view 
the relationship between idealism and materialism as complementary 
rather than antagonistic and hit out against "vulgar materialism" (98). 
This new attitude can be seen in his statement in the notebooks that 

"cognition not only reflects the world, but creates it" ( 10 1), Dunayev
skaya argues. 

Dunayevskaya also argues that this last statement, combined with the 
more famous one on the need to study Hegel's Science of Logic to grasp 
Marx's Capital and Lenin's comment that therefore "none of the Marxists 
for the past half century have understood Marx," shows a profound 
self-critique and, at the same time, "just how far Lenin has traveled from 
the photocopy theory of Materialism and Empirio-Criticism ": "Lenin had 
gained from Hegel a totally new understanding of the unity of material
ism and idealism. It was this new understanding that subsequently permeated 
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Lenin's post-1915 writings in philosophy, politics, econumics and organization" 
( 103). Even Hegel's absolute idea is not dismissed by Lenin, who wrote 
that this chapter too is on dialectic method and "contains almost 
nothing that is specifically idealism." Lenin found there that Hegel was 
instead "stretching a hand to materialism" in the concluding paragraph 
of the Science of Logic when he wrote that the logical idea moves toward 
nature. Dunayevskaya argues that Lenin's Hegel studies go beyond not 
only those of his theoretical contemporaries but also those of Engels, 
who was in her view burdened by a "mechanical materialism" ( 105). 

There is, however, also a very sharp and often overlooked critique of 
Lenin in Philosophy and Revolution centering on the concept of his 
"philosophic ambivalence": "Lenin had not prepared his Philosophic 
Notebooks for publication, and in this resided his philosophic ambival
ence . . .  a most confusing, totally contradictory double vision: on the 
one hand the known vulgarly materialistic Materialism and Empirio
Criticism; on the other hand endless [public] references to dialectics" 
( 106-7). In addition, in reference to one of his major public statements 
on dialectics after 19 14, the 1922 article in Under the Banner of Marxism, 
Dunayevskaya writes that the "duality of Lenin's philosophic heritage is 
unmistakable" ( 1 17). She sees this duality because in that speech Lenin 
advocates the study and discussion of Hegel's major works but also 
advises the youth to begin by studying Plekhanov, one of the theorists 
singled out in the notebooks for being essentially undialectical. 

Thus, Lenin is singled out as the major continuator of Hegelian
Marxist dialectics after Marx's death, yet at the same time his heritage is 
an ambivalent one because he never publicly resolved the differences 
between his early and his later writings on dialectics. Dunayevskay-c� 
argues in this chapter that much of what Lenin did achieve on the 
dialectics of revolution is best seen in his comments on Bukharin, not 
only in the debate on the national question, but also in Lenin's "Will," 
where he says that Bukharin never really understood the dialectic. Tht• 
argument with Bukharin, who was a leftist revolutionary and a Bolshevik, 
shows that Lenin's critique of other Marxists after 19 14 was not limited 
to revolution versus reform or other political issues but included as well 
arguments with other leftist revolutionaries who clung to what Lenin 
regarded as abstract, undialectical conceptions. 56 

By the 1980s Dunayevskaya sharpened her critique of Lenin further. 
In her Rosa Luxemburg, Women's Liberation, and Marx's Philosophy of Rev
olution ( 1982), she argues: "Although Lenin was the lone revolution
ary Marxist who did tum to a study of Hegel in 19 14, the fuct that he• 
nevertheless kept his profound Abstract of Hegel's Science of Logic to 
himself bears out the truth of the subordinate position of philosophy in 
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established Marxism. It also points to the fact that Lenin himself was not 
ready to openly reveal his break with his old mechanistic position in 
Materialism and Empirio-Criticism and thus blunted creative new points 
of departure for future generations." 57 She writes that this failure to 
make public his probing into Hegel "shows the depth of economist 
mire" ( 1 16) into which Marxism, including that of Lenin, had fallen in 
the genezation after Marx. For that generation, economics overshadowed 
dialectics. Here the stress is not on a theoretical void in the Marxist 
movement since the death of Lenin but rather on a concept of "post
Marx Marxists," beginning with Engels, who in the author's view obscured 
the underlying dialectical framework of Marx's work. 

Whereas her earlier work stresses the discontinuities between Lenin's 
Hegel Notebooks and the writings of other Marxist theoreticians, 
Dunayevskaya's sharpened critique in the 1980s puts Lenin's ambiva
lence at the center of the problem of post-Marx Marxism's having 
privileged economism over dialectics. Another critique of Lenin that 
she begins to develop in this book is the notion that Lenin ultimately 
failed to connect his probing on Hegel to a new concept of organization. 
Till the end of his life he clung to the undialectical and elitist concept 
of the vanguard party, even as he developed newer, more dialectical 
concepts of imperialism, the national question, the state, and revolution. 
Unlike in some spontaneist critiques, however, Dunayevskaya is here 
concerned not only with decentralization and spontaneity but also with 
some type of relationship between organization and dialectical philosophy. 
As we saw in thJ previous chapter, this was part of her problematic from 
1940s onward, but in the 1980s she poses it with new urgency and 
concreteness. 

In her last writings, during the years 1986-87, Dunayevskaya was 
developing an extensive critique not only of Lenin's philosophical 
ambivalence in failing to publish the Hegel Notebooks but also of their 
content itsel£ In some respects she was building on her 1953 critique of 
l .enin's treatment of the final paragraphs of the Science of logic, which I 
discussed in the previous chapter, but in other important respects her 
1986-87 positions were new. She developed these interpretations of the 
Hegel Notebooks in drafts and notes for an unfinished book tentatively 
t•ntitled "Dialectics of Organization and Philosophy." One of these 
drafts, which has been published posthumously as the preface to a new 
t•dition of her Philosophy and Revolution, summarizes her 1986-87 cri
tique of Lenin's Hegel Notebooks. She writes: "I am now changing my 
altitude toward Lenin-specifically on Chapter 2 of Section Three of 
the Science of Logic, 'The Idea of Cognition.' " 58 

There are two major issues involved here. First of all, Dunayevskaya 
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argues that Lenin's reading of Hegel's Science of Logic is flawed because 
he remains only "on the threshold of the absolute Idea" (xxviii). As 
Lenin begins the final chapter of Hegel's work, he cites approvingly 
Hegel's notion that "the Absolute Idea has shown itself to be the 
unity of the theoretical and the practical Idea. Each of these being 
by itself one-sided . . .  " (SL 824; CW 38:219). Although Lenin writes 
quite extensive notes on the absolute idea chapter, Dunayevskaya 
argues that very little of this deals specifically with that chapter's con
tent Much of Lenin's notes here sum up his own earlier reflections, 
as in his sixteen-point definition of dialectics. Because of this, Lenin 
misses much of Hegel's revolutionary dialectic, she argues. In par
ticular, he misinterprets in the sixteen-point definition Hegel's crucial 
category, the "negation of the negation," as only "the apparent return 
to the old" (xxxix; see also CW 38:222). She writes further, obvi
ously including Lenin: "Outside of Marx himself, the whole question 
of the negation of the negation was ignored by all 'orthodox Marxists' " 
(xxxix). 

Instead of seriously discussing Hegel's concept of negativity in the 
concluding pages of his "Abstract of Hegel's Science of Logic, " Dunayev
skaya argues, Lenin is too concerned with the concept of practice. He is 
very interested in Hegel's view of the unity of theory and practice, but 
he interprets this in a manner that privileges practice by ignoring 
Hegel's key statement that the "practical Idea still lacks the moment of 
the theoretical Idea" and that "it is only the will" (SL 82 1). Apparently 
because of this, Lenin moves in his notes from the Science of Logic to the 
section on volition or will [ WoUen] near the end of the Encyclopedia 
Logic. Dunayevskaya writes that Hegel's inclusion of this section on the 
will "which does not appear in the Science [if Logic] left open the door 
for a future generation of Marxists to become so enthralled with 
Chapter 2, 'The Idea of Cognition'-which ended with the pronounce
ment that Practice was higher than Theory" (xxxvii). This, she continues, 
"lets Marxists think that now that practice is 'higher' than theory, and 
that 'Will,' not as willfulness, but as action, is their province, they do not 
need to study Hegel further" (xxxvii). In this sense, Lenin and other 
post-Marx Marxists avoided one of Hegel's most developed texts on 
dialectics, the absolute idea chapter with which he concludes the 
Science of Logic, something that led them in tum to the privileging 
of practice over theory. A major consequence of this lacuna is the 
tendency to miss the type of self-critique that Hegel's concept of abso
lute negativity offers. In this sense Lenin's Hegel Notebooks do fall 
back into voluntarism to an extent, at least in the conclusion of his 
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"Abstract of Hegel's Science of Logic. " Here her interpretation is sharply 
opposed to that of Lukacs in The You11g Hegel, which I discussed in the 
previous chapter, since Lukacs identifies strongly with Lenin's stress on 
practice. 

Dunayevskaya's second critique of Lenin on Hegel springs from her 
1953 argument that Lenin overly stresses the transition from the logical 
idea to nature as he reaches the end of the Science of Logic. Lenin writes 
that in this passage Hegel "stretches a hand to materialism" ( CW 38:234). 
Lenin is apparently skipping over as too idealistic the transition to 
mind, or spirit, that Hegel also makes in the same passage. In 1953 
Dunayevskaya wondered how Lenin could have so easily skipped over 
this transition, which she saw as bringing the reader toward Hegel's 
Philosophy of Mind, where she found what she considered to be the most 
developed form of Hegel's revolutionary dialectic.59 In 1986-87 Duna
yevskaya sees a new element to this problem, again through textual 
differences between the Science of Logic and the Encyclopedia Logic. In 
the Encyclopedia Logic, unlike in the Science of Logic, Hegel mentions 
only the transition from logic to nature (but not to mind). In the 
Encyclopedia Logic Hegel writes: "the Idea . . . resolves to release out of itself 
into freedom the moment of its particularity . . .  [i.e.,] the immediate Idea 
as its reflection, or itself as Nature" (EL 11 244). A similar statement 
taken from Hegel's supplementary notes [Zusiitze] follows immediately 
in the Encyclopedia Logic, forming the concluding sentence to the 
entire work: "We have now returned to the notion of the Idea with 
which we began . . . .  What we began with was Being, abstract Being; 
while now we also have the Idea as Being; and this Idea that is, 
is Nature" (EL 11 244). It is precisely the last phrase from the Encyclo
pedia Logic-"this Idea that is, is Nature" -that Lenin quotes in the 
margin as he ends his discussion of the Science of Logic, extolling Hegel's 
transition from logic to nature as coming close to a materialist posi
tion. By one-sidedly using the Encyclopedia Logic Lenin has, in Dunayev
skaya's view, seriously misinterpreted Hegel once again, this time in 
too materialist a fashion. Although her main stress is on Lenin's avoid
ance of the issue of a transition to mind, or spirit, in other writings 
in this period she also questions his reading of nature as materi
alism, contrasting his vantage point to that of Marx in the 1844 
Manuscripts. 60 

Thus, for Dunayevskaya, Lenin's reading of Hegel's absolute idea 
chapter is to be faulted for a tendency toward a voluntaristic concept of 
practice and for reading Hegel in too narrowly materialist a manner. 
This does not mean that she dismisses the whole of Lenin's Hegel 
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Notebooks, however, since she still sees them as a major text on the 
dialectics of liberation. 

In 1986-87, however, she also sharpened her earlier critique of what 
she viewed as Lenin's failure to reconceptualize his concept of organiza
tion after writing the Hegel Notebooks. This constitutes her third major 
critique of Lenin's concept of dialectic. In notes for a talk on her 
book-in-progress written only days before her death, she critiqued both 
Lenin's concept of vanguardism and Luxemburg's concept of spontaneity: 
" 1987 and the imperativeness of both the objective and subjective 
urgency now manifests that what has been an untrodden path all these 
years, by all post-Marx Marxists, including Lenin-who did dig into 
philosophy, but not the party, and Luxemburg, who did dig into 
spontaneity, but not philosophy-is organization, the Dialectics of Phi
losophy and Organization. Why did we think once we took the big step 
of separating, indeed breaking, with the elitist party, that it is sufficient 
to do so politically without doing so philosophically?"6I Here Dunayev
skaya is suggesting a new type of relationship of dialectics to organization, 
one that she points to in many of her writings but that she is trying to 
conceptualize more explicitly in her unfinished book. Once again, a 
confrontation with Lenin's Hegel Notebooks is a key element in her 
elaboration of Hegelian-Marxist dialectic, but by 1987 her view of 
Lenin has become much more sharply critical than it was in the 1940s 
and 1950s. 

Taken as a whole, Dunayevskaya's critical appreciation of Lenin's 
Hegel Notebooks over five decades, from the 1940s to the 1980s, 
constitutes the most serious body of work to date on these notebooks. 
In her writings Lenin's Hegel Notebooks, even when they are criticized 
very sharply, live and breathe in the context of contemporary issues and 
problems within Marxist theory. As we have seen, however, Lenin's 
Hegel Notebooks have been a controversial and much discussed work 
within Western Marxism for over five decades. Dunayevskaya's inter
pretation, that of an avowedly Hegelian Marxist who incorporated even 
Hegel's absolutes into her concept of Marxist Humanism, has occupied 
one pole of the debate. Nearer to Dunayevskaya's view than others have 
been the positions of Lefebvre, Garaudy, and Fetscher, but none of 
them used Lenin's Hegel Notebooks in developing their own concepts 
of Marxism as extensively as did Dunayevskaya. At the other end of the 
debate lies the anti-Hegelian scientific-materialist Marxism of Colletti 
and Althusser, which in various ways tried to minimize the importance 
of Lenin's Hegel Notebooks. The debates between "Hegelian" and 
"scientific" or "structuralist" Marxists have been much discussed in the 
United States, but few have noted that a major part of this debate has 
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consisted of arguments over the significance of Lenin's Hegel Notebooks. 
Of course, to raise such an issue calls into question the very term, 
"Western Marxism," since so many of the so-called Western Marxists 
have been interested in debating the work of Lenin, the founder of 
"Eastern" Marxism. 

Unfortunately, however, with the exception of Dunayevskaya, most of 
the Western Marxists who took up Lenin's Hegel Notebooks did so in 
a manner that separated the Notebooks from his later writings on im
perialism, national liberation, the state, and revolution. Even such im
portant Hegelian Marxists as Lukacs and Lefebvre played down the 
break in Lenin's thought after his 1914 encounter with Hegel. In their 
readings of the Hegel Notebooks, they gave primacy to Lenin's ideas 
about practice rather than to his engagement with Hegel's idealistic 
categories such as subjectivity, self-movement, and consciousness, cat
egories that have been so important in debates within Western Marxism 
as well as in feminist and Black thought from the 1960s onward. 

Despite some serious flaws in his theorizing, Lenin in his post-
1914 writings creatively extended the Marxist dialectic from one of 
labor versus capital inside Europe and North America to one that also 
embraced early twentieth-century national liberation movements in 
countries such as China, India, and Iran as a central form of the 
dialectics of revolution in the era of imperialism. When these connec
tions were missed or ignored by many Western Marxists, a vital link 
between the dialectic proper and new forms of subjectivity was lost 
All of this bears on the broader issue of concretizing the dialectic in 
the post-World War II world. All too frequently, the realm of Western 
Marxism has been one of philosophy and culture, cut off from living 
social movements in the industrialized countries and the Third World, 
movements of people of color, youth, and women. These movements, in 
tum, were robbed of the insights that could have been gained from a 
philosophy of liberation rooted in Hegel and Marx. All too often, these 
movements encountered Marxism in the truncated, anti dialectical form 
of Marxist-Leninist vanguardism. That is the tragedy within the often 
hidden, twisting, and complicated story that I have uncovered in trac
ing the relationship between Lenin, Hegel, and Western Marxism. 





Conclusion: Lenin's Paradoxical Legacy 

As we have seen, Lenin's thought includes an original concept of 
dialectic drawn out of his 1914-15 Hegel studies, one that took him 
beyond the cruder forms of materialism held to by many of his 
contemporaries in the leadership of the Marxist movement, such as 
Plekhanov, Bukharin, Trotsky, and even Luxemburg, a type of material
ism also found in his own pre-1914 work. After 1914 Lenin's work on 
Hegel helped to shape some of his innovative political and economic 
concepts around issues such as imperialism, national liberation, the 
state, and revolution. I have argued that these elements-dialectics, 
politics, and economics-need to be seen as a totality if we are to get a 
clear picture of Lenin's theorizing after 1914. We have seen the continu
ing influence of Lenin's Hegel studies in his subsequent use of catego
ries such as transformation into opposite, subjectivity, self-movement, 
and self-consciousness, as well as Hegel's concept of a dialectical 
interrelationship between the universal and the particular, all of which, 
I have argued, form an important part of the grounding for Lenin's 
dialectical theory of imperialism. Lenin's theory of imperialism is dialec
tical because in it the new objective stage of the world economy, which 
he mapped out as imperialism and monopoly capitalism, contains new 
forms of opposition and contradiction, giving rise to a form of subjectivity, 
the national liberation movements of colonized peoples. I have argued 
that his concept of the state and revolution is also dialectical in the 
sense that his theoretical model sketches not only the heightened 
centralization and militarization of the state but also the new forms of 
subjectivity of the working people, in the form of soviets or workers 
councils, that he saw arising from within. Thus, his theorizing after 1914 
wa increasingly concerned with subjective fuctors, something unusual 
for the Marxism of his time. Finally, I have argued that Lenin's Hegel 
Notebooks, and his public articulation of the need for Marxist theory to 
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ground itself directly in Hegel, had an important if often subterranean 
influence on many of the leading theorists of Marxist thought in the 
West-from Lukacs to Lefebvre, and from Dunayevskaya to Colletti and 
Althusser. 

Is Lenin's thought then a model for us, as we approach the problems 
of a global capitalism on the eve of the twenty-first century? No, it is not, 
in part-but only in part-because, as Marxists like to say, conditions 
today are different from those in Lenin's time. What is even more 
important, however, is that Lenin's thought cannot be a model for us 
because it was even for its own time deeply flawed. First, his concept of 
dialectic, which is developed in the 19 14- 15 Hegel Notebooks and 
which did break new ground-as seen for example in the aphorism that 
cognition not only reflects the world but creates it-nonetheless ends 
with the privileging of practice over theory and of materialism over 
idealism in such a way as to vitiate some of the more original concepts 
in the notebooks. The result is that we are still imprisoned to a great 
extent within the confines of Engelsian Marxism. This ambivalence is 
heightened further by Lenin's failure to make his Hegel studies public 
and by his continued uncritical public references to Plekhanov and 
Engels, even though he had critiqued their concepts of dialectic in the 
notebooks. 

Second, perhaps his most original dialectical concept, the dyad 
imperialism/national liberation, original as it was, was unfortunately 
never fully articulated as a theoretical category rooted in dialectics. It 
was theorized at a political level only, and even there, the record is 
extremely uneven in terms of its actual concretization. Thus, on a 
global scale, the anti-imperialist movements in Ireland, India, China, 
and Iran were seen as being no less important in Marxist theory and 
practice than the labor movement in the industrialized countries. Within 
the boundaries of the old Russian Empire, however, although Finland, 
Poland, and the Baltic countries did attain independence in the wake 
of the November Revolution, other areas, such as Central Asia, the 
Caucasus, and Ukraine, did not and had to wait until the collapse of 
the Communist system in 199 1. 

Third, Lenin's concept of the state and revolution, although highly 
original in its 19 17- 18 articulation, was quickly abandoned when an 
older concept within Lenin's thought, vanguardism and discipline from 
above, reasserted itself during the period of the civil war. The vanguard 
party was the one key concept that Lenin did not rethink after 19 14, 
that he did not subject to the critique of dialectical reason he had 
developed in his Hegel studies. These shortcomings in his theorizing 
left at best an ambivalent legacy, with all too much for Stalin and his 
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colleagues to build on as they led the transformation of Soviet Russia 
into a totalitarian society. 

Is Lenin's thought then dead? Has it no relevance for today? This 
proposition must also be rejected. Nearly three decades ago the liberal 
political theorist Hannah Arendt, speaking at a conference on the 
legacy of the Russian Revolution, articulated what she saw as the 
continuing importance of ideas such as Lenin's: 

Potentially much more explosive is the fusion of nationalism and com
munism in the underdeveloped countries where the "exploitation of 
man by man" is still a powerful a slogan and point of crystallization as it 
originally was when Marx wrote Capital. "The beacon of hope" is there 
now what it once was in the West, and this hope, I think, is less the hope 
for peace than for a decisive shift in power. It is the same hope which St 
Just voiced long befOre Karl Marx: "Les mallu:ureux sont la puissance de la 
terre"  [the downtrodden are the true power on earth]. Everything we 
know of history refutes this statement, no revolution has ever been by les 
mallu:ureux, but who could deny the grandeur and the powerful attrac
tion ofSt Just's words?• 

Today the global crisis of capitalism and incessant warfare fueled by 
superpower rivalries have created outright famine in Africa, while most 
Third World regimes are at the mercy of the austerity plans of the 
international bankers. Marxism, discredited in the eyes of many by the 
collapse of Communism, has been recently on the wane, with religious 
fundamentalism often stepping in as a rival ideology to channel the 
anger of the oppressed in a retrogressive direction, not only in the 
Middle East, but also in South Asia. Nonetheless, I suggest that as long 
as imperialism and domination by world capitalism affiict the Third 
World, ideas such as Lenin's concept of national liberation will con
tinue to exert an attraction in the long run. 

As we approach the twenty-first century, the world is rife with famine, 
brutal wars of conquest, and ecological crisis. The reigning forms of 
political and economic organization are permeated by racism, sexism, 
homophobia, and classism. Initially, Western capitalism gained ideologi
cal support from the crisis and collapse of Communism in 1989-91, but 
today, deep economic crises and political instability afflict not only the 
Third World and the formerly Communist lantls but also the wealthier 
capitalist lands such as Germany,japan, and the United States. Events as 
disparate as the rebellion in Los Angeles, the neq=Nilzi violence in 
Germany, and the inability of the liberal democracies to do anything 
concrete to halt the genocide in the former Yugoslavia, all of them in 
the context of the most precipitous economic downturn since the Great 
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Depression of the 1 930s, have created a deep crisis. That crisis is not 
only economic, racial, and political but also ideological. Can free
market capitalism and liberal democracy really stand up to fascism? Can 
this system offer more than austerity, declining living standards, and 
increased alienation to the working people? Such questions draw us 
back to Hegel, Marx, and the dialectic. As Dunayevskaya argued two 
decades ago, in the aftermath of the 1 960s: "Because the transformation 
of reality is central to the Hegelian dialectic, Hegel's philosophy comes 
to life, over and over again, in all periods of crisis and transition, when a 
new historic turning point has been reached, when the established 
society is undermined and a foundation is laid for a new social order."2 
Today we face such a crisis, and I believe firmly that more such returns 
to Hegel and the dialectic will recur and are recurring. 

Given that Marxism has been greatly discredited in the 1 980s, both 
by the collapse of Communism and by the emergence of poststructuralist 
critiques of Marxism, it too is in deep crisis. At the same time, however, 
empiricism and positivism in both philosophy and the social sciences 
have also been undermined. This in part accounts for the flowering of 
new books on Hegel in recent years, especially in the English-speaking 
world. Even today, however, detailed studies of Hegel's notoriously 
difficult and intricate Science of Logic are far less common than ones on 
his Phenomenology. Even Marx did not leave us much on the Science of 
Logic, although we do have his brilliant unfinished 1844 critique of the 
Phenomenology. Therefore, I have argued, Lenin's work on the Science of 
Logic, if examined critically, can offer us something important As we 
have seen, he developed an original and unique reading of Hegel. 
Although he sometimes missed key Hegelian points in what was after 
all a fairly brief encounter with a work that specialists spend decades 
ttying to master, his whole lifetime as a revolutionary thinker and leader 
prepared him to grasp the central thrust of Hegel's dialectic, itself born 
in response to the French Revolution. Lenin's experiences and position 
as a political theorist and leader also led him to connect his Hegel 
studies to core issues in Marxist theory: imperialism, revolution, the 
state, and national liberation. If in the end he read Hegel too much as a 
philosopher of practice, even this is not entirely a bad thing, since it is 
still important to confront his point of view as a counterweight to those 
who would persist in viewing Hegel's thought as a mystical system 
enclosed within an ivory tower. Lenin's reading of Hegel also serves as a 
counterweight to the Western Marxist tradition, one that has tended too 
often to retreat into the spheres of philosophy and culture, leaving 
politics and economics to theorists who were not grounded in the 
dialectic. 
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Today there is some evidence of a rethinking of Marxism by Marxist 
and non-Marxist intellectuals alike, and perhaps also, to some degree, 
of a return to Marx after the Marx-bashing that went on during the 
1980s. Much of this seems to be linked to the depth of the economic 
and social crisis in the Western capitalist countries and also to the abject 
failure of Western free-market capitalism and multiparty democracy in 
most of the former Communist lands. In those lands, instead of the 
predicted flowering of democracy and civil society, there has been a 
revival of fascism, most notably in Russia with the massive vote in the 
1993 elections for the anti-Semitic and, to use Lenin's apt phrase, 

"Great-Russian chauvinist" candidate Vladimir Zhirinovsky. 
Today, even in France, which was for over two decades the gen�rating 

point of a series of leftist critiques of Marx-from Foucault to Castoriadis 
and from Baudrillard to Lyotard-suddenly the most internationally 
famous of all these thinkers,Jacques Derrida, has called for a rereading 
of Marx in his book Les Spectres de Marx. Some are comparing this book 
to Sartre's defense of Marxism in Search for a Method in the 1950s, but 
one difference is that Derrida, unlike Sartre, definitely abstains from 
declaring himself a Marxist Another difference is that Derrida's defense 
of Marx is not connected to any apologies for Stalinism, as Sartre's was. 
Nonetheless, Derrida's gesture has similarities to that of Sartre, for he 
argues forcefully and publicly, shockingly to some, that Marx is a 
thinker of great relevance in today's crisis-ridden world. He opposes 
today's "dominant discourse" wherein "Marx is dead, Communism is 
dead, and a good thing, with its hopes, its discourse, its theories and its 
practices," and wherein one hears everywhere the refrain "long live 
capitalism, long live the market, economic and political liberalism are 
back again."3 Here Derrida is not alone. A series of new works on Marx 
has appeared recently in France, leading one philosopher to remark in 
that country's leading newspaper. "Some thought he was dead, swept 
away, vanished forever into the dustbin of history . . . .  On the contrary, it 
could well be that the end of dogmatic Marxism opens up philosophi
cal readings of an author [who has been] undoubtedly too famous but 
too little studied." 4 Such a resurgence of interest in Marx is also visible 
in the English-speaking world, although typically hardly something 
written about in the pro-business mainstream press. Not only have 
Marxist-oriented critiques of postmodemism and poststructuralism gained 
a wide and favorable reception,5 but there have also been some serious 
new works dealing directly with Marx.6 

A rereading of Lenin's work on the dialectic proper and on the 
dialectics of revolution can make some contributions to these discussions. 
His is the first major attempt after Marx's death to reconceptualize the 
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dialectic in the light of the first "crisis of Marxism," the collapse of the 
Second International at the outbreak of World War I. To be sure, 
Lenin's reconceptualization of Marxism in the years 1914-18 involved 
the study of concrete political and economic phenomena such as 
imperialism and the state. But it also meant going back to what Marx in 
Capital calls "the source of all dialectic," Hegel's work.7 As we have seen, 
Lenin carried out a serious reading for hi5 period of the Science of Logic , 
and as Lukacs was to argue a bit later in History and Class Consciousness, 
the dialectic is the most central and enduring aspect of Marxism. Lenin's 
study of Hegel in 1914-15 shows how a new reading of the dialectic 
can lead to a wider, more multifaceted concept of subjectivity, one that, 
already by 1916, in its evocation of national liberation movements, was 
in opposition to what some still criticize the Marxist tradition for being 
trapped in: a "Eurocentric metaphysics of labor." 

Furthermore, a critical Marxist reading of Lenin on the dialectic 
proper and on the dialectics of revolution will be of immeasurable help 
in the task of rethinking and reconstructing Marxism for the post
Communist, crisis-ridden capitalist world of the 1990s and beyond. Any 
attempt to go back directly to Marx without also working through a 
critique of the leading post-Marx Marxists-not only Lenin, but also 
other key philosophers and theorists such as Trotsky, Luxemburg, 
Kautsky, Lukacs, Adorno, Marcuse, Althusser, and Lefebvre-will be 
inadequate and will leave us with a naive reading of Marx. Within his 
theorizing Lenin illustrates so many of the contradictions that we still 
face today: spontaneity versus the need for organization, structural 
economic change versus human agency, historical materialism versus 
dialectical idealism, and particularity versus universality, among others. 
He poses these issues, works toward solutions, and then falls short. 

Too often, Marxist and non-Marxist commentators have seen Lenin 
primarily as a great political leader, the inventor of the vanguard party 
to lead; or as a supreme revolutionary tactician, the man who out
maneuvered all his political rivals in 1917; or as the founder of the 
world's first Marxist state. These views make light of the very different 
Lenin displayed in this work. Usually slighted in such accounts is Lenin 
as an original political and social theorist whose ideas affected his 
political practice. Even when his political and social theorizing-whether 
on imperialism and the state or on the anticolonial revolutions and 
grassroot workers' movements-has been taken more seriously, exami
nation of this theoretical work has usually been separated from the 
overall concept of dialectic he worked out in 1914-15 in the Hegel 
Notebooks. This study has laid bare and critiqued the deeply Hegelian 
dialectical vision that weaves in and out of Lenin's theory and practice 
during the last and most crucial decade of his life. 
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9. Marcuse, Reason and Revolution, p. 132. 
10 .  Ibid. ,  p. 133. 
1 1 . Although Lenin does not refer to Marx here, his stress on transforma

tion into opposite may have been connected to Marx's discussion, in vol. 1 of 
Capital, of the transformation of surplus value into capital. Marx argues there 
that, as capitalism develops, economic laws that seem to hold at the level of the 
market "become changed into their direct opposite through their own internal 
and inexorable dialectic" (p. 729). For a recent discussion of this passage in 
Marx, see Norman Geras, "The Controversy about Marx and Justice," in Alex 
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Callinicos, ed., Marxist Theory (New York: Oxford University Press, 1 989), pp. 
2 1 1-67. 

1 2. As we will see later, this culminates in the absolute idea chapter, where 
Hegel refers to a process of the negation of the negation whereby "a subject, a 
person, a free being exists" (SL 836). 

13 .  Here is a good example of the advantages of the translation by 
Dunayevskaya, a Hegelian Marxist In the Moscow translation this phrase is 
rendered instead as "shrewd and clever." There is a great difference between 
cleverness and profundity, and the Moscow translators have bent their transla
tion toward mere cleverness. 

14. Marcuse, Reasan and Reoolution, p. 139. 
15.  Harris, An lnterpretatian of the Logic of Hegel, p. 1 10. 
16.  Findlay, HegeL· A Re-Examination, p. 170. 
17.  Dunayevskaya, "Rough Notes on Hegel's Science of Logic, " p. 2822. 
18. Engels, Anti-Dilhring, trans. Emile Bums (New York: International, 1939 

[orig. German edition 1878]), p. 52. 
19. Findlay, Hegel: A Re-Examinatian, p. 180. 
20. C. L. R. ] ames gives great emphasis to Lenin's development here of the 

category of leaps. For a discussion, see chapter 7. 
2 1 .  For a discussion of some of the problems in translation and a creative 

contemporary analysis of this chapter, see Daniel Dahlstrom, "Between Being 
and Essence: Reflection's Logical Disguises," in George di Giovanni, ed., Essays 
on Hegel's Logic (Albany, N.Y.: SUNY Press, 1990), pp. 99-1 12.  

22.  Thomas Meyer takes issue with Lenin on this point in his introduction 
to the West German edition of Lenin's Hegel Notebooks, Hefte zu Hegels 
Dialektik (Munich: Rogner & Bernhard, 1969), p. 59. 

23. Pippin, Hegel's Idealism, p. 206. 
24. Max Horkheimer, "Hegel und das Problem der Metaphysik," in Hork

heimer, Philosophische Frilhschriften, 1922-1932, ed. Gunzelin Schmid Noerr, 
vol. 2 of Gesammelte Sckriften (Frankfurt: Fischer Verlag, 1 987), p.  297. 

25. Colletti has attacked Lenin's treatment of the concept of self-movement 
here in his discussion of Hegel on contradiction, accusing him of having 
ignored the religious underpinnings of Hegel's central argument For a discussion, 
see chapter 8. 

26. Dunayevskaya, "Notes on a Series of Lectures," p.  3894. 
27. The German word regsam (active), which Lenin places in parentheses, 

also carries the meaning of "mentally alert" Especially here, but also in some 
other places, Lenin's notes, which were after all not intended for publication, 
are cryptic and unclear. I quote them in their sometimes rough and ungram
matical form rather than risk distortion by attempting to edit them for greater 
clarity. 

28. Dunayevskaya, "Notes on a Series of Lectures," p.  3895. 
29. Marcuse, Reasan and Revolutian, p. 149. 
30. Findlay, Hegel: A Re-Examinatian, pp. 206-7. 
3 1 .  Dunayevskaya, "Rough Notes on Hegel's Science of Logic, " p. 2826. 
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32. For a synopsis and critique of Althusser on these and other passages, see 
chapter S. 

33. See Findlay, Hegel: A Re-Examination, pp. 2 1 1-12, for a clear explication 
of this issue. 

34. Marcuse argues for strong affinities between Hegel's discussion here 
and the Marxist concept of social change. The key link, he writes, is to "Hegel's 
concept of real possibility, set forth as a concrete historical tendency and force." 
See Reason arul &volution, p. 1 5 1 .  

Chapter 3 :  The Subjective Logic 
1 .  Marcuse, Reason and Revolution, pp. 155-56. 
2. There are many critiques of Althusser's position on Hegel. For a discus

sion of Rubel, see my "Rubel's Marxology: A Critique," Capital & Class 47 
(Summer 1992): 67-9 1 .  

3. Marx, Capital, vol. 1 ,  pp.  1 27-28. 
4. Surprisingly, Lenin fails to note the brief but explicit attack within this 

chapter on materialism, a concept that, Hegel argues, "takes thought to be 
simple" (SL 6 15). 

5. Findlay, Hegel: A Re-Examination, p. 228. 
6. Ibid., p.  230. 
7. Dunayevskaya, Marxism arul Fmedom, p. 169. 
8. UnfOrtunately, as discussed in chapter 4, Lenin never made his concept 

of vulgar materialism public. 
9. Lenin's statement is by no means as explicit or as far-reaching as was 

Lukacs's remark in Hi5tmy arul Cla5s Consci011STILSS that in Capital "the chapter 
dealing with the fetish character of the commodity contains within itself the 
whole of historical materialism" (p. 1 70). It should also be pointed out that by 
1923 Lukacs had not read Lenin's Hegel Notebooks, which had not yet been 
published. Still, it appears that Lenin anticipated by several years Lukacs's 
rediscovery of the integral relationship of Marxism to Hegel. Lukacs explicitly 
and publicly criticized Engels, however, something Lenin never did. 

10. This aphorism has led some to accuse Lenin of arrogance for his 
supposed dismissive critique of all Marxist theorists at the beginning of the 
century, but who actually made this accusation is unclear. Service, who relies 
heavily on vol. 2 of Leszek Kolakowski's Main Currents of Marxism (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1978) fur his discussion of Lenin's Hegel Notebooks, 
attributes this notion of Lenin's arrogance to Kolakowski (Service, Lenin, vol. 2, 
p. 92). The latter certainly is critical of Lenin, but not on this particular issue. I 
could not find an accusation of arrogance in this regard in Kolakowski's text at 
the point where Service cites him. Service also argues that this passage has been 
translated improperly and that Lenin's phrase is best rendered as "not one 
Marxist has completely understood Marx in the past half-century" (p. 92). This 
seems plausible, since I too doubt that Lenin meant in this aphorism to dismiss 
totally all previous Marxism, including his own work and that of others on 
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political and economic theory. But it does leave plenty of room for the 
interpretation I am making here, that Lenin meant his aphorism as a self
critique of the concept of dialectic in his own previous writings and those of the 
leading Marxist theorists of his generation, none of whom made the type of 
return to Hegel that he did in 1 9 14. 

1 1 .  Taylor, Hegel, pp. 321-22. 
12 .  Lukacs, The Young Hegel, trans. Rodney Livingstone (London: Merlin, 

1975 [orig. German edition 1948]), p. 348. 
13. Although Lenin does not mention it, at one point in the chapter on 

teleology Hegel refers to the "production of material things" (SL 738). 
14. Henri Lefebvre, La Pensee de Lenine (Paris: Bordas, 1957), pp. 202-3. 

Lefebvre's quite extensive treatments of Lenin's Hegel Notebooks are discussed 
in detail in chapters 7 and 8. 

15. Herbert Marcuse, Hegel's  Ontology arul the Theory of Histaricity, trans. Seyla 
Benhabib (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1987 [orig. German edition 1 932]), p. 
16 1 .  

16 .  See Wilhelm Dilthey, jugtmdgeschichl£ Hegel.ri, in his  Gesammelte Schriften, 
vol. 4 (Stuttgart: B.G. Teubner Verlagsgesellschaft, 1959 [ 1905]). 

17. See also Lenin, Collected Works, vol. 38, pp. 58, 240, for brief mentions of 
Dilthey. 

18.  We will see in chapter 8 that Colletti attacks all Hegelianism, including 
Lenin's, for defending a notion of the negation of the world by the idea. He ties 
this to an otherworldly, mystical perspective that he argues is the predominant 
feature of Hegelianism. I will argue that this is a misreading of both Hegel and 
Lenin. 

19. Recently, the American Hegel scholar Terry Pinkard has written on this 
passage: "Hegel seems to be expressing the idea, now common among philoso
phers of science, that there is no theory-independent manner of experimen
tally testing propositions. It takes a theory to know if the experiment was itself a 
legitimate one" (Hegel's Dialectic: The &planation of Possibility [Philadelphia: 
Temple University Press, 1988], p. 77). 

20. Findlay, Hegel: A Re-Examination, p. 202. 
2 1 .  One of the few discussions of this usually neglected issue and its 

contemporary relevance is found in Ron Brokmeyer, "The Fetish of High Tech: 
Marx's Mathematical Manuscripts vs. 'Computer Consciousness,' " Q!J.arterly 

Jourrwl of Ideology 10, no. 4 ( 1986): 43-54. 
22. Errol Harris, An Interpretation of the Logic of Hegel, p. 285. 
23. Here I should note the structure of "The Doctrine of the Notion" as a 

whole, where the first section, which includes the chapter on the syllogism, is 
entitled "Subjectivity"; the second section, which includes teleology, is entitled 
"Objectivity"; and the section Lenin is in now, which includes life, cognition, 
and the absolute Idea, is entitled "The Idea." One problem with Lenin's notes 
here is that he may be reading all this a bit one-sidedly, as an almost lin6ar 
progression from subjectivity to objectivity. 

24. This statement caused difficulty for many years for establishment Soviet 
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philosophers, who were hard-pressed to integrate such "idealism" into their 
<·om:eption of Lenin as a scientific materialist in the tradition of Engels and 
l'lckhanov. It is without doubt one of the most daring statements in the entire 
Hegel Notebooks. The main counterargument advanced by Soviet philoso
phers tended to be that Lenin here was merely summing up Hegel, rather than 
giving his own views. For an example of these Soviet analyses, see especially 
B. M. Kedrov, "On the Distinctive Characteristics of Lenin's Philosophical Note
books, " Soviet Studies in Philosophy 9, no. 1 ( 1 970): 28-44. As we have seen in the 
course of examining the notebooks as a whole, however, this proposition be
comes increasingly difficult to defend the more one traces Lenin's progress 
through the whole length of the Science of Logic. It is a relatively easy matter to 
take isolated quotations out of context and argue that these were only notes 
summarizing Hegel, but when the whole is read carefully and without the 
blinders of official Marxist-Leninist doctrine, it becomes fairly clear that, right 
from the beginning, Lenin is writing extensive commentary that indicates his 
attitude to the various points from Hegel's text that he records. 

25. He once again skips over Hegel's reference in this passage to the 
Phenomenology, however. In this case, Hegel refers readers to the beginning of 
the chapter in the Phenmnenology entitled "Spirit Certain of Itself: Morality," a 
chapter that directly follows the one where he critiques the French Revolution 
during the Jacobin phase for its abstract and formalistic Rousseauean concept 
of freedom. Without dismissing the idea of radical revolution, as have so many 
conservative critics, Hegel's critique points to the dangers inherent in revolu
tionary attempts radically to transform society, something from which Lenin 
and the other Russian revolutionaries might have gained insight. For good 
discussions of Hegel's critique of the French Revolution, see especially Jean 
Hyppolite, Studies on Mane and Hegel, trans. John O'Neill (New York: Basic, 1 969 
[orig. French edition 1 955]), and Joachim Ritter, Hegel and the French Revolution, 
trans. Richard Dien Winfield (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1982 [orig. Ger
man edition 1956]). 

26. Dunayevskaya, "New Thoughts on the Dialectics of Organization and 
Philosophy," Philosophy and Revolution, p. xxxix. In expressing these and subse
quent reservations and critiques of Lenin's stance toward Hegel's concept of the 
practical Idea I have tended to follow Dunayevskaya's arguments. It should be 
noted at this point, however, that Lukacs, in The Young Hegel, finds Lenin's 
reading of Hegel here to be genuinely dialectical rather than one-sided, and he 
identifies strongly with Lenin's stress on practice and the practical Idea over the 
theoretical Idea. Lukacs's position on these issues is discussed in more detail in 
chapter 7, and Dunayevskaya's is taken up in chapter 8. 

27. H. B. Acton, in The Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 1st ed., s.v. "The Absolute." 
28. Georg Lukacs, The Ontology of Social Being: Hegel� False and His Genuine 

Ontology, trans. David Fembach (London: Merlin, 1 978), p. 56. 
29. Findlay, HegeL· A Re-Examinatinn, p. 63. 
30. Ibid., p. 267. 
3 1 .  Ibid. 
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32. Marcuse, Reascm and Revolution, pp. 1 65-67. 
33. See my article "The Marcuse-Dunayevskaya Dialogue, 1 954-79," Studies 

in Soviet Tlwught 39, no. 2 ( 1 990): 89-109. 
34. Dunayevskaya, Philosophy and Revoluticm, p. 29. 
35. Ibid., pp. 3 1-32. 
36. These passages are cited and analyzed in my article "The Marcuse

Dunayevskaya Dialogue." The full correspondence is in the Raya Dunayevskaya 
Collecticm, pp. 9889-9975. 

37. Raya Dunayevskaya, "Hegel's Absolute as New Beginning," in Art and 
liJgic in Hegel's Philosophy, ed. Warren Steinkraus and Kenneth Schmitz (New 
Jersey: Humanities, 1 980), p. 165. 

38. Raya Dunayevskaya, "Letters on Hegel's Absolutes of May 12  and 20, 
1 953," in her book The Philosophic Moment of Marxist-Humanism (Chicago: News 
and Letters, 1 989), p. 37. 

39. Louis Dupre, "Idealism and Materialism in Mcux's Dialectic," Review of 
Metaphysics 30 (June 1 977): 678. This probing and original article sheds much 
light on the Hegel-MaiX relationship. Dupre's argument on Lenin, Hegel, and 
Marx also appears in a slightly different form in his Marx 's Social Critique of 
Culture (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1 983). 

40. Dupre, "Idealism and Materialism in MaiX's Dialectic," p.  675. 
4 1 .  Marcuse, Reascm and Revoluticm, p. 166. 
42. On this point see Dunayevskaya, Philosophy and Revoluticm. This issue is 

discussed more in chapter 8. 
43. Kolakowski, Main Currents of Marxism, vol. 2, p. 464. 

Chapter 4: Lenin's Discussions of the Dialectic, 1915-23 

1. It is true that as early as the 1907 Stuttgart Congress of the Second Inter
national, Lenin, together with Luxemburg, Trotsky, and Plekhanov, had success
fully put forward an important antiwar resolution. But this type of direct involve
ment in arguing for specific issues at an international socialist congress was 
unusual for Lenin before 19 14.  For example, he refrained from criticizing the 
orthodox German socialist leaders Kautsky and August Bebel, even after they 
were accused by Luxemburg of having softened their stance toward imperialism 
after 1 9 1 0. 

2. In a subtle and probing analysis, the French historian Georges Haupt 
writes in his article "War and Revolution in Lenin," in Aspects of International 
Socialism (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1986 [m:ig. French edition 
1971  ]), that the point of Lenin's famous slogan, "tum the imperialist war into a 
civil war" (CW 2 1 :39), was not siding with the enemy of one's own country but 
rather revolutionary intransigence. Haupt also takes note of Lenin's Hegel 
studies during this period and argues that Lenin's concept of dialectic was "one 
of a concrete totality which took account of every trend in each given situation" 
( 1 5 1 ). 

3. For background and chronology see especially Service, Lenin, vol. 2, and 
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Alfred Senn, The Russian Revolution in Switzerland 1914-1917 (Madison: Univer
sity of Wisconsin Press, 197 1 ). 

4. Karl Kautsky, Selected Political Writing-s, ed. and trans. Panick Goode 
(London: Macmillan, 1983), p.  90. 

5. As Haupt shows in his article "War and Revolution in Lenin," however, 
this did not mean an "immediate" call for a revolutionary uprising, which 
would have been total ly unrealistic in 1 9 14- 15, when patliotic sentiment 
among the working class remained high. Haupt writes that every "serious 
analysis," including Lenin's, excluded the "hypothesis" of ''revolution as an 
immediate socialist response to the outbreak of a war" (p. 14 1 ). This was 
because the immediate effect of mobilization for war was the undermining of 
socialist and oppositional organizations. Only as the war dragged on, and 
disillusionment set in, did the actual call fur a revolutionary uprising become 
more practical. 

6. In fact, in his Hegel et la pen.see philosophique en Russie, Guy Planty-Bonjour 
goes so far as to suggest that Lenin's 1 9 14-15  critiques of Plekhanov on 
dialectics were really based on these differences over the war rather than on 
genuinely philosophical disagreements. For a critique ofPlanty-Bonjour's position, 
see chapter 8. 

7. For more discussion of Althusser's position, see chapter 8. 
8. Georges Noel, La Logique de Hegel (Paris: Felix Alcan, 1897). For a 

discussion of the significance of Noel's book, see Michael Kelly, "Hegel in 
France to 1940: A Bibliographical Essay," juurnal of European Studies 1 1  ( 1 98 1  ): 
29-52, who calls it "the most substantial echo France witnessed of the dramatic 
development in Hegel studies" that was occurring in Germany and elsewhere 
in this period (p. 40). Noel's book first appeared as a series of articles in the 
well-known journal Reuu£ de mitnp!rysique et de morale, for which Emile Durkheim 
and other leading sociologists and philosophers also wrote. 

9. Noel, La Logique de Hegel, p. 129. See also Lenin, CW 38:322-23. 
10. See Lefebvre, Lenine, p. 198. For a discussion of Lefebvre, see chapters 7 

and 8. 
1 1 . In this particular passage, the German word iiherschwengliches is seem

ingly a repetition in German of what Lenin already had written in Russian, 
"exaggerated," and thus carries no independent meaning. 

12. This debate is taken up in the next chapter. 
13 .  Although I give reference in the text to the standard Moscow CoUected 

Works, which belatedly published Lenin's "Will," I am using the more polished 
and hard-hitting translation originally published by Trotsky in The Suppressed 
Testament of Lenin (New York: Pathfinder, 1970), pp. 6-7. The official Moscow 
translation plays down Bukharin's theoretical importance by, among other 
things, rendering Lenin's characterization of him as "a most valuable and major 
theorist of the Party" rather than, as in Trotsky's version "the most valuable and 
biggest theorist of the Party." 

14. Nikolai Bukharin, Historical Materialism: A System of Sociology (New York: 
International, 1 925 [ orig. Russian edition 1 92 1]), p. 53. 
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15. Ibid., p. 59. 
16. Richard B. Day, introduction to Bukharin, Selected Writing-s on the State 

and the Transition to Socialism (New York: M.E. Sharpe, 1 982), p. xlv. See also 
Day's "Dialectical Method in the Political Writings of Lenin and Bukharin," 
Canadianjuumal of Political Science 9, no. 2 ( 1976): 244-60, where he concludes: 
"Lenin was perfectly correct when he wrote in the testament that Bukharin had 
never understood dialectics. In all of his mcyor works Bukharin sought to 
articulate generalized conclusions without first analyzing the manifold particu
larities and contradictions inherent in the concrete totality of both capitalist 
and soviet society" (p. 260). 

17. Antonio Gramsci, Selections frum the Prison Notebooks (New York: Inter
national, 197 1) ,  p. 437. Another sharp critique of Historical Materialism was 
made by Lukacs in the 1 920s in his review article "Technology and Social 
Relations," in his Marxism and Human Liberation (New York: Delta, 1 973), pp. 
15-39. For more generous assessments of Bukharin's Marxism, see Nicholas 
Kozlov and Eric D. Weitz, eds., Nikolai Ivarwvich Bukharin: A Centenary Appraisal 
(New York: Praeger, 1 990); Stephen F. Cohen, Bukharin and the Bolshevik Revolu
tion (New York: Oxford University Press, 1 985); and Seymour Martin Lipset's 
introduction to Robert Michels, Political Parties (New York: Crowell-Collier, 
1962), pp. 15-39. See also my "Lenin, Bukharin and the Marxian Concepts of 
Dialectic and Imperialism: A Study in Contrasts," juumal of Political and Military 
Sociology 15, no. 1 ( 1 987): 197-2 12 .  

18. For a treatment of this debate from a vantage point sympathetic to 
Lenin's position, see Dunayevskaya, Marxism and Freedum, pp. 196-20 1 .  For an 
account that is more critical of Lenin, see Robert V. Daniels, The Conscience of the 

• Revolution: Cummunist opposition in Soviet Russia (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press, 1960), pp. 1 19-36. 

19. The term ambivalence has been adopted from Dunayevskaya's Philosop!tJ 
and Revolution. I will discuss her concept of Lenin's philosophical ambivalence 
further in chapter 8. 

20. Vladimir Ivanovich Nevsky, "Dialectical Materialism and the Philosophy 
of Dead Reaction," in Lenin, Materialism and Empirio-Criticism, vol. 13 of Collected 
Works (New York: International, 1927), p. 331 .  Further page references are 
made directly in the text The publication of this text in Western languages has 
a curious history. It appeared in the first German and English editions of 
Materialism and Empirio-Criticism in 1927. The English-language edition lists 
David Kvitko as translator but says that he worked "with the assistance of Dr. 
Sidney Hook." The volume also carried a lengthy and fairly informative preface 
by Abram Deborin, one of the leading Soviet philosophers of the 1 920s. This 
volume was evidently part of a project to publish Lenin's Collected Works, with 
Materialism and Empirio-Criticism as volume 13. The edition seems to have been 
stopped after the publication of this single volume, however, and a new 
translation of Materialism and Empirio-Criticism was later published as a separate 
book. In typical Stalinist style, Nevsky's appendix, Kvitko and Hook's participa
tion in the translation of the earlier edition, and Deborin's preface were not 
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included or even mentioned in that edition or in subsequen t  onr�. I we na l c l l lkr 
to thank David joravsky for bringing Nevsky's appendix to my alll' l l l ion .  

21 .  Trotsky's theoretical work after 1 9 14 shows little development on lhr  
issue of  dialectics. Even when in  exile during the 1930s, he never grappled 
seriously with Hegel or with the m<gor works on Marxist dialectics published by 
then, which included Marx's 1884 Manuscripts, Lenin's Hegel Notebooks, and 
Lukacs's earlier publication, Hi5tory and Class Consciousness. Trotsky's continued 
adherence to a crude form of scientific materialism is evident in his most 
philosophical work of the 1 930s, now published as Trotsky � Notebooks, 1933-35: 
l#iting.s on Lenin, Dialectics, and Evolutionimz, trans. and with an introduction by 
Philip Pomper (New York: Columbia Unive111ity Press, 1 986). 

22. For a discussion of Korsch's and Lukacs's relation to Lenin's Hegel 
Notebooks, see chapter 7. 

Chapter 5: Imperialism and New Forms of Subjectivity 

1 .  Tony Cliff, Lenin, vol. 2, p. 60. Stephen Cohen presents a similar but 
more nuanced a1gument in his Bukharin and the Bolshevik Revolution. 

2. Tom Bottomore, introduction to Rudolf Hilferding, linance Capital: A 
Study of the Latest Stage of Capitali5t Develofrment (Boston: Routledge and Kegan 
Paul, 1985 [orig. German edition 1 910]), p. 1 .  There is also Luxemburg's 
Accumulation of Capital: A Contribution to an Explanation of Imperialism, trans. 
Agnes Schwarzchild (New York: Monthly Review, 1 968 [orig. German edition 
19 13]), but because of Lenin's evident disagreement with that work, few have 
argued that he was greatly influenced by it For her part, Luxemburg judged 
Hilferding's book to be so superficial as to be beneath criticism. In a letter of 
February 14, 19 13, to her close colleague and former lover Leo jogiches, she 
seems to gloat over the tact that she did not include even one reference to 
Hilferding's study in her Accumulation of Capital and reports gleefully another 
colleague's disparagement of Hilferding's book as "the work of an educated 
bank clerk." See Luxemburg, Gesammelte Briefe, vol. 4 (Berlin: Dietz Verlag, 
1983), p. 266. 

3.  Karl Kautsky, Selected Political Writing.s, ed. Patrick Goode (London: 
Macmillan, 1983), p. 90; emphasis added. 

4. Nikolai Bukharin, Imperiali5m and World Economy (New York: Monthly 
Review, 1973 [orig. Russian edition 1 9 1 7]). 

5. Service, Lenin, vol. 2, p. 1 1 7. 
6. Hilferding, linance Capital, p. 368. 
7. Karl Kautsky, Selected Political W�, pp. 86-88. 
8. General studies on the various Marxist theories of imperialism include 

George Lichtheim, Imperiali5m (New York: Praeger, 1971�  Victor Kiernan, 
Marxism and Imperialism (London: Edward Arnold, 1 974); Anthony Brewer, 
Marxist Theories of Imperialism (Boston: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1980); Wolfgang 
J .  Mommsen, Theories of Imperiali5m (New York: Random House, 1980). Most of 
these studies argue for the essential similarity of Lenin's, Bukharin's, and 
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Hilferding's theories of imperialism. None of them addresses the point at issue 
here: the possible influence of Lenin's Hegel Notebooks on his theory of 
imperialism. Two more recent discussions critique Marx as a Eurocentrist 
but argue that Lenin overcame this problem within Marxism; see Lawrence 
Birken, "Lenin's Revolution in Time, Space and Economics and Its Implica
tions: An Analysis of Imperialism," History of Political Eccmumy 23, no. 4 ( 1991) :  
6 13-23, and Sanjay Seth, "Lenin's Reformulation of Marxism: The Colonial 
Question as a National Question," History of Political Tlwught 13, no. 1 ( 1 992): 
pp. 99-128. 

9. Roger Garaudy, Linine (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1968), p. 
52. For more discussion of Garaudy, see chapter 8. 

10. Philip Pomper, Lenin, Trotsky, and Stalin: The Intelligentsia and Puwer (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1990), p. 230. 

1 1 . Raya Dunayevskaya, The Marxist-Humanist Theory of Stali!-Capitolism: Selected 
Writing.s (Chicago: News and Letters, 1992), pp. 1 18-19. 

12. Lefebvre, La Peruie de Linine, p. 239. 
13. Service, Lenin, vol. 2, p. 1 13. 
14. Alfred D. Low, Lenin on the Q!JJ!stion of Nationality (New York: Bookman 

Associates, 1958), pp. 9-10. Elsewhere Low writes that the Austro-Marxist "Otto 
Bauer offered a novel and arresting interpretation of nationality" (p.  29). 

15. E. H. Carr, "The Bolshevik Doctrine of Self-Determination," in The 
Bol5hevik Revolution, 191 7-23, vol. 1 (London: Macmillan, 1950), p. 427. 

16. Helene Carrere d'Encausse, Le Grand Difi: Bol5heuiks et NoJinns ( 191 7-1930) 
(Paris: Flammarion, 1987), pp. 83, 87. 

17. One of those who tends to see all of Lenin's writings as mainly tactical 
rather than genuinely theoretical is Kolakowski, who writes that "to Lenin, the 
national question was a tactical one of exploiting anti-Russian resentment, 
while national oppression would automatically disappear under socialism." See 
his Main Currents of Marxism, vol. 2, p. 290. This is the view that I am challeng
ing here. 

18. Sanjay Seth makes this argument very forcefully in his article "Lenin's 
Reformulation of Marxism." 

19. Mainstream scholars often criticize Marx on this basis. See Richard 
Pipes, The Formation of the Saviet Union, rev. ed. (New York: Atheneum, 1964), 
and Walker Connor, The National Question in Marxist-Leninist Theory and Strategy 
(Princeton, NJ.: Princeton University Press, 1984). Supporters of Luxemburg's 
position on the national question have often given a similar account of Marx's 
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30. The Moscow edition of Lenin's Collected Works translates the Russian 
word soreunovanie as "competition," but I have here used "emulation," a more 
accurate translation provided to me by Albert Resis. 
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suggest that the workers are incapable of directly and collectively managing 
industry, the state and the administration. Two years later, it turned out that 
only an ignoramus or a crafty bourgeois could suggest that the workers were 
capable of directly and collectively managing industry, the state and the 
administration" (p. 505). 
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Chapter 7: From the 1920s to 1953 
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5 .  Cited by Joravsky, Samet Marxism and Natural Science, p.  256. 
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see Norman Levine's Dialogue within the Dialectic (Boston: Allen and Unwin, 
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9. Lucien Goldmann, "The Dialectic Today" ( 1970), in his Cultural Creation, 
trans. Bart Grahl, intro. William Mayrl (St Louis: Telos, 1976), pp. 1 12-13.  

1 0. In a prologue to his Lenin, vol . 2, entitled "The Enigma of Lenin," 
Service perceptively suggests that the "mountain of documents" in Lenin's 
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1 1 . Karl Korsch, Marxism and Philosophy, trans. and intro. Fred Halliday 
(London: New Left Books, 1970 [ 1 923, 1930]), p. 29. In his lengthy introduction 
to the essay collection Karl Korsch: Revolutionary Theory (Austin: University of 
Texas Press, 1 979), editor Douglas Kellner objects to the use of the term 
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genuine Marxism" in 1923, as against the positivism of "Social Democratic 
revisionism" and its more scientistic concept of dialectics. In this study I am 
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12. Korsch, Marxism and Philosophy, p. 97. 
13 .  Lukacs, History and Class ConsciOUS'TII!SS, pp. 272-342. 
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aimed also at Lukacs and Korsch: the Communist International "conducts a 
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proletariat-against religion, against idealist . .. philosophy." 

· 

15. Korsch, Marxism and Philosophy, p. 109. The English translation carries 
this 1930 introduction instead as an appendix. 

16. Ibid., pp. 120-2 1. 
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17. Lenin, Materialismus und Empiriokritizismus (Vienna and Berlin: Verlag 
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year, carried a lengthy preface by Deborin as well as Nevsky's appendix, both of 
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2 (1925): 412-15. 
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19. See Patrick Goode, Karl Korsch (London: Macmillan, 1979), pp. 123-25, 
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(p. 123 ). Goode does not stress enough the fact that these notebooks were 
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114-15. 
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his Karl Kursch: "Korsch knew of the [1844] Manuscripts, as he refers to them in 
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24. Lowy's chapter "Lukacs and Stalinism" in his Georg Lukacs-From Roman
ticism to Bol5hevi5m, trans. Patrick Camiller (London: New Left Books, 1979), pp. 
193-213, off ers an interesting, brief account of the twists and turns of Lukacs's 
political and theoretical positions after 1924. Unfortunately, however, Lowy 
sees Hegel's influence in fur too one-sided a fashion, almost blaming Hegel for 
Lukacs's reconciliation with Stalinism beginning in the late 1920s: "Now, at the 
end of his revolutionary period, Lukacs fell back into Hegel's 'reconciliation' 
with reality" (p. 195). This implies wrongly that Hi5tory and Class ConscioU571e15 
was less Hegelian than was Lukacs's later work, such as The Young Hegel. What 
was at stake was, instead, the appropriation of different elements from Hegel by 
Lukacs in the two periods. 

25. Lukacs, Lenin: A Study of the Unity of Hi5 Thuught, trans. Nicholas Jacobs 
(Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1971 [orig. German edition 1924; postscript 
added in 1967]), pp. 9, 87-88. Further page references, to this edition, are 
made directly in the text. 

26. Istvan Meszaros, LuluiciCrmcept of Diakctic (London: Merlin, 1972), p. 137. 
27. Ibid., p. 139. 
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28. Lukacs, The Young Hegel, p. xi .  Further page references are made 
directly in the text 

29. Fetscher, Marx and Marxism, p. I28. Fetscher's whole discussion (pp. 
I 04-4 7) of the debates in Eastern Europe and Russia over Lukacs and Bloch in 
the I950s is quite informative. 

30. It is no doubt this type of discussion that led Fetscher to ascribe the 
change in Lukacs-from the earlier, more original History and Class C011Sciow

ness of I923 to the later period of The Young Hegel-to Lukacs's supposed 
"sworn fidelity to the doctrine of Engels and Lenin by the I930s." See Fetscher, 
Marx and Marxism, p. I 04. 

3 1 .  In one of the few treatments of Lukacs's relation to Lenin, Norman 
Levine has argued in a contrary fashion that "Leninism, in Lukacs' terms, 
turned away from metaphysical materialism and found in the Philosophical 
Notebooks a repudiation of Materialism and Empirio-Criticism" ("Lukacs on Lenin," 
Studies in Soviet Thought I8 [ I978]: 29). I could find no textual evidence for such 
a claim, either in The Young Hegel or in Lenin: A Study of the Unity of His Thought, 
and Levine provides no reference for his statement. If true, it would make 
Lukacs's assessment of the evolution of Lenin's thought similar to that of many 
of the other Western Marxists. 

32. Ernst Bloch, Subjekt-Of?iekt: Erliiuterungen zu Hegel (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp 
Verlag, I962 [orig. East German edition I949]). Page references in the text are 
to the I962 edition. For the history and background of this work and its 
extremely negative reception in East Germany by the Stalinist ideologues, see 
Wayne Hudson, The Marxist Philosophy of Ernst Bloch (New York: St. Martin's, 
I982), pp. I3-I4, and Fetscher, Marx and Marxism, pp. I09-31 .  

33. Bloch also mentions this issue i n  The Principle of Hope, trans. Neville 
Plaice, Stephen Plaice, and Paul Knight (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, I986 
[orig. German edition I959]), p. 270. 

34. Bloch, Gesamtausgabe 13: Tiihinger Einleitung in die Philosophie (Frankfurt: 
Suhrkamp Verlag, I970 [I963]), pp. 78, I 54-55, 292-93. 

35. Bloch, Gesamtausgabe 11: Politischen Messingen, Pestzeit, Vormiin (Frankfurt: 
Suhrkamp Verlag, I970), pp. 478-83. 

36. George Lichtheim, Marxism in Modern France (New York: Columbia 
University Press, I966), p. 88. 

37. Henri Lefebvre, I..e Temps des mifrrises (Paris: Editions Stock, I975), p. 49. 
Martin Jay's chapter "Lefebvre, the Surrealists, and Hegelian Marxism in France," 
in his Marxism and Totality (Berkeley: University of California Press, I984), and 
Alfred Schmidt's essay "Henri Lefebvre and Contemporary Interpretations of 
Marx," in The Unknown Dimension: European Marxism since Lenin, ed. Dick 
Howard and Karl E. Klare (New York: Basic, I972), should be consulted as good 
general accounts that place Lefebvre in the context of Western Marxism. A 
more detailed discussion of Lefebvre is found in Michael Kelly's Modern French 
Marxism (Baltimore: johns Hopkins University Press, I982), a study marred t1y 
its overly narrow focus on those varieties of Marxism in and around the 
Communist party. Kelly acknowledges that he has "deliberately left aside" the 
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various debates in French Marxism "on humanism and alienation which have 
nourished many volumes of discussion" (6). See also Kelly's "Hegel in France to 
1940, and Mark Poster's early attempt at a synthesis, Existential Marxism in 
Postwar France (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1 975). Bud Burkhard's 
dissertation "Priests and Jesters: Henri Lefebvre, the Philosophies Gang, 
and French Marxism between the Wars" (Ph.D diss., University of Wisconsin, 
1 986) contains the most detailed and in-depth treatment of Lefebvre in the 
1930s. 

38. See Nikolai Hartmann, "Hegel et Ia probleme de Ia dialectique du reel," 
� de  mitaph:ysique et de morale 38, no. 3 ( 193 1): 285-3 16; Georges Bataille, 
"The Critique of the Foundations of the Hegelian Dialectic," in Visions of Excess: 
Selected l\Titings, 1927-39, ed. Allan Stoekl (Minneapolis: University of Minne
sota Press, 1 985 [orig. French edition 1932]). 

39. Marx, "Critique de Ia dialectique hegelienne," Avant-poste, June and 
August 1933, cited in Kelly, Modern French Marxism, p. 3 1 .  

40. Kelly writes i n  Modern French Marxism that Lenin's Materialism and Empirin
Criticism "rapidly became the standard treatise on the subject" of Marxist 
philosophy, something that "tended to divert attention from the rational contri
bution of Hegel to Marxism, even though, as other works later showed, Lenin 
himself held Hegel's dialectic in high esteem" (2 1-22). 

4 1 .  Jay, Marxism and Totality, p. 294. 
42. Norbert Guterman and Henri Lefebvre, introduction to Leoine, Cahiers 

sur la dialectique de Hege� p. 52. The introduction has a dateline of New York, 
September 1935, indicating some delay by Gallimard in issuing the volume. 
Subsequent references to this introduction will be given directly in the text All 
translations are my own. 

43. An edition of the Philosophical Notebooks did not appear in French from 
the Communist party press, Editions Sociales, until 1955. 

44. Lefebvre himself points to these shortcomings of the Gallimard edition 
in his La Pensie de Lenine (Paris: Bordas, 1957), p. 1 6 1 .  He also writes that the 
Gallimard edition of Lenin's Hegel Notebooks was received with "almost 
complete indifference" by the intellectual public and that "very few copies were 
sold" when it first came off the press in 1939 (although it carried a 1938 date). 
After May 1940 it was placed on the "Otto" list of forbidden books and seized by 
the Nazis. Gallimard did not reprint this edition until 1967, by which time it 
finally did generate a large audience. 

45. For a general discussion of this issue, see Jay, Marxism and Totality. 
46. Interestingly, a somewhat similar notion of the "idea of Reason itself as 

the undialectical element in Hegel's philosophy" appears in Marcuse's 1960 
preface to a new edition of Reasun and Revolution (Boston: Beacon, 1960), p. xii, 
a preface written after his lengthy visit to France in 1959. In the same passage of 
his 1960 preface Marcuse looks to "poetic language," including that of"surrealism," 
to overcome what he now (unlike in 194 1, when the book first appeared) sees 
as a major limitation in Hegel's thought 

47. Henri Lefebvre, Dialectical Materialism, trans. John Sturrock (London: 
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Jonathan Cape, 1968 [orig. French edition 1 939]), pp. 50-5 1 .  Further page 
references, to this 1968 English edition, are made directly in the text. 

48. On this issue and Marx's post- 1 858 notes on Hegel see especially Joseph 
O'Malley and Fred E. Schrader, "Marx's Precis of Hegel's Doctrine of Being in 
the Minor Logic," International Review of Social Histary 22, no. 2 ( 1 977): 423-3 1 .  
See also Rubel's comment i n  a note to his edition o f  Marx, Oeuvres. III. 
Philosophie, pp. 1358-59. 

49. See Marcuse's chapter "Nature and Revolution" in his Cuunter-Reuolution 
and Revolt (Boston: Beacon, 1 972), where he argues: "The subversive potential 
of the sensibility, and nature as a field of liberation are centtal themes in Marx's 
Ecorwmic and Philosophical Manwcripts" (63). 

50. In his dissertation "Priests and Jesters" Burkhard suggests that the book 
by Guterman and Lefebvre, La Canscience mystifiie (Paris: Gallimard, 1936) was 
the most important result of Lefebvre's work in Hegelian Marxism in the 1 930s. 
One reason that Dialectical Materialism makes no reference to Lenin may lie in 
the date of publication, late in the year 1939, after the French Communist party 
had been banned by the government because of its support for the notorious 
Hitler- Stalin Pact and the invasion and dismemberment of Poland by Germany 
and the Soviet Union, which followed in the fall of 1939. In Modern French 
Marxism Kelly writes that the "prohibition of his party was a major reason why 
Lefebvre systematically omitted any specific reference to communism" (p. 49) 
in Dialectical Materialism, fearing that only a scholarly, nonpolitical book could 
be published under the circumstances. This period also shows the limits of 
Lefebvre as a critical Marxist: while many others, including leading Communist 
intellectuals, such as Jean-Paul Sartre's friend Paul Nizan, lefi: the party in 
protest against the Hitler-Stalin Pact, Lefebvre remained a member: He did not 
in fact express any major political disagreements, against either the pact or the 
Moscow trials of the 1930s. 

51. Henri Lefebvre, La Somme et le reste (Paris: La Nef, 1959), p. 449. 
52. Henri Lefebvre, Lngique formelle, logique dialectique (Paris: Editions 

Anthropos, 1969 [ 1947]). Parenthetical page references in the next few para
graphs of the text are to the 1969 edition. The appendix in question, which 
includes the discussion of Lenin's Hegel Notebooks, constitutes pp. 227-284 of 
Lefebvre's book. Translations are my own. 

53. Dunayevskaya introduces this notion in her Marxism and Freedom. Quot
ing the same passage as does Lefebvre, she writes: "With himself, he [Lenin] is 
as merciless, giving no quarter, even in the economic field" (p. 1 7 1) .  

54. Marx, "Critique of the Hegelian Dialectic," p. 3 13. 
55. In fact, Lefebvre's sharply critical book, L'Existentialisme (Paris: Editions 

du Sagittaire, 1946), was published even befOre Lngique funneUe, logique dialectiqu£. 
56. In his Modern French Marxism Kelly sums up these attacks in a manner 

unsympathetic to Lefebvre. Kelly holds that in this period Lefebvre "moved 
inexorably from Marxism to neo-Hegelianism" (p. 68). 

57. Lukacs, Existentialisme uu Marxisme? (Paris: Editions Nagel, 1 948). 
58. Lefebvre, ''Autocritique: Contribution a !'effort d'eclaircissement ideo

logique," La Nuuvelle Critiqu£ 1, no. 4 (March 1949): p. 5 1 .  
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59. Alexandre Kojeve, Introduction to the Reading of Hegel, ed. Allan Hloom 
(New York: Basic, 1969 [ orig. French edition 194 7]);Jeaii Hyppolite, Genesis and 
Structure of Hegel's Phenomenology of Spirit, trans. Samuel Cherniak and John 
Heckman (Evanston, Ill.: Northwestern University Press, 1974 [orig. French 
edition 1946]). Michael S. Roth's Knowing and History: Afrfrropriatiom of Hegel in 
Twentieth-Century France (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1988) offers the 
most detailed scholarly treatment in English of Kojeve and Hyppolite on 
Hegel. Roth approaches the subject of Hegel and humanism rather defensively, 
writing in his preface that whereas some might find that his work "suffers from a 
nostalgia for the humanism th�t deconstruction has made 'depasse,' " his study 
"contains no implicit humanist agenda that would entail a return to earlier 
notions of the subject" (p. xiii). 

60. Included in Jean Hyppolite, Studies on Marx and Hege� but this particu
lar essay first appeared in a French journal in 1951. 

61. John Heckman, introduction to Hyppolite, Genesis and Structure of Hegel's 
Phenumenology of Spirit, pp. xxi-xxii. 

62. Jean Hyppolite, "On the Structure and Philosophical Presuppositions 
of Marx's Capital," in his Studies on Marx and Hege� pp. 128-29. This article 
originally appeared in a French journal in 1948. 

63. See Lenin, Materialism and Empirio-Criticism, vol. 13 of a never-com
pleted version of his Collected Works (New York: International, 1927). This vol
ume was the same as the German edition, also published in 1927, and thus 
included Deborin's preface, Nevsky's appendix, and Lenin's 1915 essay fragment 
"On the Question of Dialectics." This additional material and all reference to 
Sidney Hook's role were dropped in later editions. At the time of publication 
a two-part article by Hook on Lenin's book appeared in a leading journal. See 
Hook, "The Philosophy of Dialectical Materialism," Journal of Philosophy 15, 
nos. 5, 6 (1928): 113-24, 141-55. Although Hook is somewhat critical of Lenin's 
book, his criticisms are not centered around Hegel, since Hook in the same 
article takes a vehemently anti-Hegelian position, writing that the year 1844 was 
when Marx rejected Hegel "once and for all" (p. 116). 

64. Marcuse, Reason and Revolution, p. 401. 
65. Ibid., pp. 399-400. I have not been able to locate any other discussion 

of Lenin and Hegel during this period by members of the Frankfurt School. 
None is mentioned in Rolf Wiggershaus, Die Frankfurter Schule (Munich: Hanser 
Verlag, 1986). Given the interest of the members of the Frankfurt School in Hegel 
and Marx, this relative silence on Lenin's Hegel Notebooks is itself interesting. 

66. Marcuse, Souiet Marxism (New York: Columbia University Press, 1958). 
Marcuse's failure to discuss Lenin's Hegel Notebooks was not apparently due to 
a dismissively critical attitude toward official Soviet Marxism. Many commenta
tors have expressed surprise at Marcuse's relatively uncritical stance in this 
book. See, for example, Douglas Kellner's introduction to the 1985 Columbia 
reprint of Souiet Marxism. 

67. For background on its reception in the 1940s, see my article "On Hegel 
and the Rise of Social Theory: Marcuse's Reason and Revolution, Fifty Years 
Later," Sociolo�al Theory 11, no. 3 (1993): 243-67. 
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68. Raya Dunayevskaya, "Herbert Marcuse, Marxist Philosopher," NeUI5letter 
of the International Society for the Sociology of Krwwledge 5, no. 2 ( 1979): 1 1 . 

69. Many of their writings on this topic from 194 1  on can be found in 
Dunayevskaya, The Mancist-Humani5t Theory of State-CapitaliWI; C. L. R. James 
(with Dunayevskaya and Lee), State CapitaliWI and World Revolution (Chicago: 
Kerr, 1986 [ 1950]). See also the Raya Dunayeuskaya Collection. There was a lively 
debate over the nature of the Soviet Union among leftist intellectuals in this 
period, and other, somewhat different, theories of state capitalism were eluci
dated by the Frankfurt School economist Frederick Pollock in 1941  and the 
British Trotskyist Tony Cliff in 1 948. See Pollock, "State Capitalism: Its Possibili
ties and Limitations," in Critical Theory and Society: A Reader, ed. Stephen 
Bronner and Douglas Kellner (New York: Routledge, 1989 [ 194 1  ]), pp. 95-1 18, 
and Cliff, State CapitaliWI in Rm5ia (London: Bookmarks, 1 988 [ 1 948]). 

70. For a general sketch, see Alan Wald, The New York Intellectual5 (Chapel 
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1 987). Wald points to the extreme 
antipathy toward Hegel of two of the leading radical intellectuals of the period, 
Max Eastman and Edmund Wilson. Wald writes that for Wilson, "Hegel's 
dialectics was . . .  a vehicle for bewilderment and oversimplification" (p. 160). 
One partial exception to this attitude was the early Trotskyist theoretician 
Rubin Gotesky, whose 1 934-35 critiques of Hook's Tawards the Understanding of 
Karl Marx, although not referring directly to Hegel, included a defense of the 
importance of "consciousness" and "human action" for Marxism. See the first 
part of Gotesky's "Marxism: Science or Method?" The New International I, no. 6 
(December 1 934): 1 50, as well as parts two and three in The New International 2, 
no. 3 (March 1935): 7 1-73, and 2, no. 5 (May 1935): 106-9. 

7 1 .  Sidney Hook, "Reason and Revolution," The New Republic 105 (July 2 1 ,  
1941) :  9 1 .  

72. Hook, review of Marcuse's Reason and Revolution, The Living Age 360 
(March-August, 194 1 ): 595. 

73. Daniel Bell, The Coming of Post-Indw;trial Society (New York: Basic, 1973), 
p. 9 1 .  

74. One interesting product of their discussions o f the young Marx, which 
centered on the concept of alienation, was the pamphlet The American Worker 
(Detroit: Bewick, 1 972 [ 194 7]), coauthored by a worker member of the Johnson
Forest Tendency, Paul Romano, and Ria Stone (Grace Lee). 

75: C. L. R. James, Notes on Dialectics: Hegel-Marx-Lenin (Westport, Conn.: 
Lawrence Hill, 1980 [ 1 948]). Parenthetical page references in the text are to the 
1980 edition. 

76. James seems to imply that Hook was rejecting Lenin's Hegel Notebooks 
because he was an academic Marxist uninterested in Lenin. This does not 
explain Hook's earlier interest in Lenin's scientistic materialist work MaterialiWI 
and Empirio-CriticiWI, on which, as I mentioned previously, he wrote at some 
length shortly af ter it appeared in English. 

77. The original typescript is held by the Raya Dunayevskaya Collection, 
Wayne State University, Detroit, Mich. The material is available on microtilm, 
Raya Dunayevskaya Collection, pp. 1492-1584. 
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78. In the text that follows, the letters will be referred to by author, addressee, 
and date. All the letters referred to in this manner are held by the Raya 
Dunayevskaya Collection, pp. 1595-1734, 9209-9237. The letters, usually typed 
single spaced with narrow margins, constitute a book-length dialogue on the 
dialectic. According to Michael Flug, archivist for the Raya Dunayevskaya 
Collection, all known surviving letters between Dunayevskaya, James, and Lee 
have been deposited in the collection. They were evidently so important to 
Dunayevskaya that in the last decade of her life she wrote three theoretical
autobiographical commentaries on them, all also included in the Raya Dunayev
skaya Collection. See "Reflections on Notes from a Diary: Lenin's Philosophic 
Notebook5 and the State-Capitalist Tendency" ( 1978), RayaDu:nayroskaya Collectiun, 
pp. 5678-88; 25 Yea� of Mamst-Humanism in the U.S. ( 1980), Raya Dunayeu
skaya Collectiun, pp. 6383-64 1 0; Phillips and Dunayevskaya, The Coal Minm' 
General Strike of 1949-50 and the Birth of Mamst-Humanism in the U.S. ( 1 984), 
Raya Dunayeuskaya Collection, pp. 8123-73. I will be drawing on these reflections, 
as well as on the letters themselves, in the discussion that follows. 

79. Dunayevskaya, "Reflections on Notes from a Diary," p. 5681 .  
80. Handwritten letter, Schapiro to Dunayevskaya, March 12 ,  1949, held by 

the Raya Dunayevskaya Memorial Fund, 59 East Van Buren St no. 707, Chicago, 
Ill., 60605. Uncatalogued books and papers of Dunayevskaya that have not 
been donated to the Raya Dunayevskaya Collection at Wayne State University 
are held by the fund, which made them available to me. Dunayevskaya's letters 
to Schapiro during this period could not be found; only the ones from 
Schapiro to her seem to have survived. 

81 .  Handwritten letter, Schapiro to Dunayevskaya, March 26, 1949. Held by 
the Raya Dunayevskaya Memorial Fund. Schapiro's letter also refers to "a 
French philosopher who is visiting New York, Maurice Merleau-Ponty," whom 
he terms "a great enthusiastic for dialectics and an admirer of L.T. [Leon 
Trotsky]," and to Kojeve's book on Hegel, just published in France. 

82. Guide to the Raya DunaJctlskaya Collectiun (Detroit: Wayne State University 
Archives, 1986), p. 59. In "Reflections on Notes from a Diary," Dunayevskaya 
writes that in 1949 she also tried to give the translation of the Hegel Notebooks 
for publication "to the SWP [Socialist Workers Party], which considered the 
Notebooks hardly more than 'scribbles,' 'too rough and incomplete' " (p. 5688). 

83. In "Reflections on Notes from a Diary," Dunayevskaya complains of 
James's and Lee's slowness in responding to her letters, something she attributes 
to theoretical differences, differences that became apparent only later. 

84. For an edition in a Western language, see Iwan Iljin, Die Philosophie 
Hegels als kuntemplativeS Gotteslehre (Bern: A. Francke Ag. Verlag, 1946), especially 
chapter 1. Dunayevskaya was aware that Lenin had expressed admiration for 
Ilyin's work. 

85. In one fairly important letter written in 1951 ,  however, Dunayevskaya 
attempts to specify when Lenin finished reading Hegel in order to find 
"precisely the date of his LEAP" (Dunayevskaya to James, 6/16/5 1). 

86. C. L. R.James (with Dunayevskaya and Lee), State Capitalism and World 
Rctlolution. The original 1950 mimeographed edition was a'l a Socialist Workers 
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Party internal bulletin. Shortly after its publication, the Johnson-Forest Ten
dency left the SWP to found a non-Trotskyist, decentralized nonparty type 
organization, the Correspondence Committees. 

87. Included in the Raya Dunayeuskaya Collection, pp. 1735-96. 
88. Dunayevskaya, Th£ Philosophic Moment of Marxist-Humanism, p. 32. Subse

quent references to the 1953 letters are made directly in the text, to this edition, 
which includes explanatory notes by Dunayevskaya's colleagues. 

89. The Hegel scholar Patricia Altenbernd Johnson's recent article "Women's 
Liberation: Following Dunayevskaya in Practicing Dialectics," Quarterly Journal 
of ldeolo!fJ 13, no. 4 ( 1 989): 65-74, develops this shift in Hegel's terminology 
from transition [lib�] to liberation [Bifreiung] as a key one for feminist 
theory. 

90. Obviously, Dunayevskaya here sees totalitarianism in the Soviet Union 
beginning with Stalin rather than Lenin. 

9 1 .  Her 1953 letters became the basis for all of her subsequent work on 
dialectics. The first thorough published analysis in English of Lenin's Hegel 
Notebooks came in her Marxism and Freedom ( 1 958), a work that also includes 
Lenin's Hegel Notebooks as an appendix-the first published English transla
tion of them, which includes only Lenin's remarks, not his long extracts from 
Hegel's Science of Logic. Dunayevskaya made many further discussions of Lenin 
and Hegel, as will be seen in the next chapter. 

92. Lee and James remained colleagues until the early 1960s, during which 
period they coauthored with Cornelius Castoriadis the book Facing Reality 
(Detroit: Bewick, 1 974 [ 1 958]). James, whose work is extensively chronicled in 
Paul Buhle's C. L. R. James: The Arlist as Revolutionary (New York: Verso, 1988), 
became a noted Third World Marxist and culture critic, living mainly in 
Britain. Lee, who took the name Boggs from her husband, a black labor activist, 
remains a writer and an activist within the U.S. Left. See, for example, James 
and Grace Lee Boggs, Revolution and Evolution in tlu! Twentieth Century (New 
York: Monthly Review, 1976). 

Chapter 8: From 1954 to Today 

1 .  Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Adventures of the Dialectic, trans. Joseph Bien 
(Evanston, Ill.: Northwestern University Press, 1973 [orig. French edition 1955]), 
pp. 59-60. Subsequent page references are made in the text to the English
language edition. 

2.  Roger Garaudy, et al., Mesaventures de l'Anti-Marxisme (Paris: Editions 
Sociales, 1 956), pp. 8-9. Subsequent page references are made in the text to 
this edition. For accounts in English of this arid controversy, see Poster, Existential 
Marxism in Postwar France, pp. 1 74-79, and Kelly, Modern French Marxism, pp. 
89-93. 

3. The year before, Lefebvre's "Lenine Philosophe" appeared in the French 
party journal, La Pensee 57 (Sept-Oct 1954): pp. 18-36. Lefebvre was here so 
preoccupied with Lenin on materialism, on the party, and so on, that at the end 
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of this rather pedestrian essay he lamented that "I hardly have the time to speak 
of the Philosophical Notebooks" (p. 35). 

4. V. I. Lenin, Cahicrs Philosophiques, trans. Lida Vemant and Emile Bottigelli, 
intro. Emile Bottigelli (Paris: Editions Sociales, 1955). This edition put Lenin's 
Hegel Notebooks back in print in France, Guterman and Lefebvre's edition 
having been destroyed under the Nazi occupation. The latter edition was 
reprinted by Gallimard in 1967. After he was expelled from the Communist 
party, Lefebvre complained that this 1955 party edition of Lenin's Philosophical 
Notebooks "did not mention the first edition" at all. See Lefebvre, La Somme et le 
reste, p. 85. 

5. Roger Garaudy, "Les ' Cahiers Philosophiques' de Lenine," Cahiers du 
Communisme 32 (jan.-Feb. 1 956): 1 3 1 .  Subsequent page references are made 
directly in the text 

6. Henri Lefebvre, La Pensee de Lenine. Further page references are made 
directly in the text 

7. Lefebvre, La Somme et le reste, p. 85. Further page references are made 
directly in the text . 

8. The party establishment reacted as crudely to Lefebvre's book as it had, 
earlier, to Merleau-Ponty's, commissioning Lucien seve's Intrrxluctiun au Leninisme: 

deux essaies (Paris: Editions Sociales, 1 960). In 200 pages on Lenin Seve manages 
never to mention the Hegel Notebooks, using Materialism arul Empirio-Criticism 
once again to batter an opponent of Stalinism. seve accuses Lefebvre of 
idealism for viewing idealism as well as materialism as key postulates for Lenin 
( 143-44), all the while quoting (in 1960!) such "authorities" as Stalin's chief 
ideologue, Andrei Zhdanov, by then discredited even in the Soviet Union. 

9. For an account of Lefebvre's later development see Arthur Hirsch, The 

French N cw Left (Boston: Beacon, 1981 ). See also sociologist and former Lefebvre 
student Pierre Lantz's memorial article, published after Lefebvre's death in 
1990, "La Poiesis de Ia Praxis: Henri Lefebvre," L'Homme et Ia Societe 104 ( 1 992): 
1 1 1-20. 

10. Raya Dunayevskaya, Marxism arul Freedom (New York: Bookman Associates, 
1958). Further references to this edition in are made directly in the text 

1 1 . Marxism and Freedom, pp. 326-55. Actually, a version of this translation 
had already appeared in mimeographed form as the first pamphlet of News 
and Letters Committees, the group that Dunayevskaya founded in 1955 after 
the breakup of the Johnson-Forest Tendency. This pamphlet also published 
for the first time her 1953 letters on Hegel's absolutes. See "Extracts from 
Lenin's Notebooks (First English Translation)," Philosophic Notes (Detroit: News 
and Letters, 1955), also included in the Raya Dunayevskaya Collectiun, pp. 
243 1-466. 

12. See chapter 5 for a more detailed discussion of Lenin's concept of 
national liberation. 

13. See the review by Fred Thompson in The Industrial Worker (May 1 7, 
1 958), organ of the anarcho-syndicalist Industrial Workers of the World. 
Thompson's review, while generally sympathetic, complained that "the author 
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is steeped in the Hegelian dialectic, and has long passages written with a 
fogginess that only Hegelians can achieve." It was also discussed in News & 
Letters, the newspaper that Dunayevskaya helped to found. The type of discus
sion on Lenin prevalent in American academic circles in this period can be 
seen in the ex-Communist Bertram Wolfe's poorly documented article on 
Lenin and Hegel, which argues that the link between the two lay in their 
mutual glorification of warfare and violence. Wolfe's article combined Ameri
can empiricist hostility to Hegel with a cold-war type attack on Marxism and 
revolution. See Wolfe, "'War Is the Womb of Revolution': Lenin ' Consults' 
Hegel," Antioch Review 16, no. 2 ( 1 956): 1 90-97. 

14. "Marx's Heirs and Antecendents," Times Literary Supplement, August 2 1 ,  
1959. 

15. Eric S. Heifer, review of Mancism and Freedum, The Socialist Leader, Sep
tember 13, 1958. 

16. Alasdair Macintyre, "The Algebra of the Revolution," Universities and 
Left Review (later New Left Review), Autumn 1958. In France Rubel discussed 
Marxism and Freedum in a review essay, "Ideologie et Politique," L'Armie Sociologique 
10 ( 1960): 19 1-97. Rubel, too, focuses on Dunayevskaya's treatment of Lenin, 
but he attacks it sharply, taking issue with what he terms her attempt "to 
reconcile Lenin's theory and practical politics with the humanist teachings of 
the young Marx." He writes that this is achieved "at the price of a naive 
obliteration of the Leninist idea of the role of the party and its leaders as a 
personification of the dictatorship of the proletariat" (p. 195 ). 

17. Howard Selsam, "Some Comments on Lenin's Philosophical Notebooks," 
Studies on the Left 3, no. 2 (Winter 1 963): 45. Further references are made 
directly in the text See also Selsam's "Lenin's Notebooks," Mainstream, April 
1962, pp. 61-64. Dllring this period Selsam and Harry Martel edited a collec
tion entitled Reader in Marxist Philosophy (New York: International, 1 963), which 
contained substantial selections from Lenin's Hegel Notebooks in an appendix. 
Another appendix was devoted to the writings of the young Marx. Almost all 
the "main" selections, however, were drawn from the mature Marx, from Engels, 
and from Lenin's Materialism and Empirio-Criticism. 

18. See especially Dunayevskaya, "Lenin on Hegel's Science of Logic: Notes 
on a Series of Lectures." See also her notes and draft chapters on Lenin and 
Hegel for Philosophy and Revolution, Raya Dunayevskaya Collection, pp. 4261-68, 
12528-606, 132 10-29. 

19. One exception is the brief article by Martin Glaberman, a colleague of 
C. L. R. James, "Lenin vs. Althusser," Radical America 3, no. 5 ( 1 969): 19-24, 
which counterposes Lenin's Hegel Notebooks and the work of the young Marx 
to Althusser's "return to bourgeois rationalism, to an approximation of ordi
nary scientific method" (p. 23). 

20. Lenin, �i fzlosofu:i. 
2 1 .  Lucio Colletti, Il marxismo e Hegel (Bari: Editori Laterza, 1969). Only the 

second part of this work, which did not include Colletti's introduction to the 
Philosophical Notebooks, appeared in English as his Mancism and Hegel (London: 
New Left Books, 1973). 
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22. On this point, see Martin Jay, Marxism and Totality, which contains the 
most thorough ovetview in English of Colletti's work. See also A. Anthony 
Smith, "Hegelianism and Marx: A Reply to Lucio Colletti," Science and Society 
50, no. 2 ( 1986): 148-76. 

23. Colletti, Il marximw e Hegel, p. 89. Further page references are made 
directly in the text. I would like to express my thanks to the late Margaret 
Crociani, a longtime activist in the labor movement in Milan, for translating 
part of this work for me. 

24. On this point, see Jay, Marxism and Totality. 
25. On this point, see especially Hyppolite's essay on Hegel and the French 

Revolution in his Studies on Mane and HegeL 
26. See Colletti, "From Hegel to Marcuse," in his From R01.1.5Seau to Lenin: 

Studies in Ideology and Society, trans. John Menington and Judith White (London: 
New Left Books, 1972), pp. 122-23. 

27. See Colletti, "Lenin's State and Revolution," in Frum R01.1.5Seau to Lenin, 
pp. 2 1 9-27. 

28. Colletti, Marxism and Hegel, p. 25. Ellipsis in the original. Further page 
references are made directly in the text. 

29. Marx, "Critique of the Hegelian Dialectic," p. 3 1 3. 
30. See, for example, Colletti's lengthy introduction to theN ew Left Review 

sponsored edition Karl Mane: Early Writi� (New York: Vintage, 1975), pp. 
7-56. 

3 1 .  For a discussion, see Jay, Marxism and Totality. 
32. W. I. Lenin, Au5 dem Philosophischen Nachlass: Exr.erpte und Randglossen 

(Berlin: Dietz Verlag, 1 949). 
33. Abram Deborin/Nikolai Bukharin, Knntrooersen ilber dialektischen und 

mechanistischen Materialismw, ed. Oskar Negt (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp Verlag, 
1 969). 

34. Elsewhere Alfred Schmidt did refer to Lenin's statement in the Hegel 
Notebooks that, although Marx did not leave a logic in the traditional sense, he 
did leave the logic of CapitaL See Schmidt, "Zum Erkenntnisbegriff der politischen 
Okonomie," in Walter Euchner and Alfred Schmidt, eds., Kritik der politischen 
Okonumie heute: JOO]ahre "Kapital" (Frankfurt: Europaische Verlaganstalt, 1968), 
p. 43. 

35. Iring Fetscher, "Das Verhaltnis des Marxismus zu Hegel," Marxismusstudien 
3 ( 1960): 66-169. This was published in English as the key essay in Fetscher's 
Marx and Marxism (New York: Herder and Herder, 1971 ). All further references 
are made directly in the text to the English-language edition. 

36. By 1969 a West German edition of Lenin's Hegel Notebooks finally 
appeared, with a seventy-page introduction by Thomas Meyer, who had stud
ied with Fetscher at the University of Frankfurt. See Lenin, Hefte zu Hegels 
Dialektik (Munich: Rogner & Bernhard, 1969). In his introduction Meyer 
argues on the one hand that Lenin's reading of Hegel is flawed because he 
created "isolated aphorisms without consequence for the understanding of 
Hegelian texts" (p. 66) and because of his insistence on reading Hegel 
materialistically. On the other hand, Meyer finds that in his discussion of the 
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"The Docbine of the Notion," Lenin "gives up the dogma of the pure objectivity 
of the real" and "alludes to mediating relationships, from subject/object to 
praxis, in a manner which is similar to how these issues unfold in [Marx's 1844] 
Paris Manuscripts" (p. 70). The noted Marxist theorist Helmut Fleischer wrote a 
very dismissive review of this edition of the Hegel Notebooks for the fairly 
orthodox Marxist journal Da5 A1lfllment, where he asked "how one could, as a 
critical Marxist, keep company with a man like Lenin" (Da5 A78Ument 85 [ 1974]: 
285). West German New Left leaders tended to be equally dismissive toward 
Lenin, even as they discussed appreciatively the Hegelian Marxism of Lukacs 
and Korsch. See Bernd Rabehl, Marx und Lenin (Frankfurt Verlag fur das 
Studium der Arbeiterbewegung, 1973), especially p. 307, and Rudi Dutschke, 
Vemu:h, Lenin auf die Fiille zu stellen (Berlin: Verlag Klaus Wagenbach, 1974). 
There were also several more academic books that took up Lenin and Hegel: 
Karl G. Ballestrem, Die Sawjetische Erkenntnismetapkysik und ihr Verhiiltnis zu Hegel 
(Dordrecht: D.  Reidel, 1968), a survey of Marxist and Soviet thought; Pedrag 
Grujic, Cicerin, Plecharwv und Lenin: Studien zur Geschichte des Hegelianismus 
in Russland (Munich: Wilhelm Fink Verlag, 1 985), a fairly comprehensive 
discussion that, unfortunately, tends in its treatment of Lenin to merge 
together Materialism and Empirio-Criticism and the Hegel Notebooks; Alfred 
Schaefer, Lenins Philosophieren: Ein Kritik seines Vermiichtnisses (Berlin: Verlag 
Arno Spitz, 1986), a generally dismissive and hostile book, but one that does 
have some discussion of aspects of Hegel's SciJmce of Logic that Lenin skipped 
over. 

37. Louis Althusser, For Marx, trans. Ben Brewster (New York: Vintage, 1970 
[orig. French edition 1965], p.  1 16. Subsequent page references are made 
directly in the text to the English-language edition. The book is a collection of 
essays first published in French journals in the early 1960s. The lines cited are 
drawn from the concluding paragraph of Althusser's essay, "Contradiction and 
Over-Determination" ( 1962), one of the key essays in this volume. Gregory 
Elliott's Altkusser: T he Detour of T heury (London: Verso, 1987) provides a detailed, 
sympathetic, but also critical ovetview in English of Althusser's work. Critiques 
of Althusser by Hegelian Ma1xists and Ma1xist Humanists are legion. See 
especially Jacques d'Hondt, "La Crise de l'humanisme dans le matxisme 
contemporain" ( 1968) in his De Hegel a Marx (Paris: Presses Universitaires de 
France, 1 972), pp. 2 1 9-28; Raya Dunayevskaya, "Critique of Althusser's Anti
Hegelianism," News & Letters 14, no. 8 (October 1969): 5, 7; Alfred Schmidt, 
Histury and Stnu:ture, trans. Jeffrey Herf (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1981 
[orig. German edition 197 1 D; John O'Neill, For Marx against Althusser and Other 
Essays (Washington: University Press of America, 1982). 

38. Roger Garaudy, Lenine (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1 968), p. 
39. Subsequent page references are made directly in the text Translations are 
my own. 

39. This paper and the critical responses to it by Paul Ricoeur, Jean Wahl ,  
and Jean Hyppolite were published i n  the Bulletin de la Societe Fra�aise de 
Philosophie 62, no. 4 (Oct.-Dec. 1968): 127-81 .  Althusser's paper, without the 
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critical responses, was soon published as a small book, Lenine et Ia Philosophie 
(Paris: Editions Maspero, 1969). The next year it was published in an English 
translation, again without the critical responses, together with seven other 
papers written by Althusser during the period 1968-71 ,  most notably the 
much-discussed paper "Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses," all under 
the title Lenin and Philosophy, and Other Essays, trans. Ben Brewster (New York: 
Monthly Review, 197 1 ). Subsequent page references are made directly in the 
text to this English-language edition. 

40. I have taken up the central arguments and context of Materialism and 
Empirio-Criticism in chapter 1 .  

4 1 .  Marx, "Theses on  Feuerbach," i n  Marx and Engels, CoUected Works, vol. 
5, p. 5. As I discussed in chapter 1, this thesis has usually been read as a 
rejection of philosophy, but it is not clear from the text that the second half of 
the sentence is really a critique of the first half. 

42. Bulletin de Ia Societe Fraw;aise de Philosophie, pp. 1 7 1-72. Abel Rey was a 
French philosopher of science whose book Lenin read and annotated between 
1908 and 1 9 1 1 ,  annotations that are included in the Philosophical Notebooks. The 
one Hyppolite is referring to on "shamefaced materialism" is in Collected Works, 
vol. 38, p .  461 .  

43. Bulletin, p .  1 74. 
44 .  This essay was published in a curious sequence: first in Germany in 

1970 in the Hegel-Jahrbuch, then in 1971 in the English edition of Althusser's 
book Lenin and Philosophy, and then, finally, in France in 1 972 in a second 
edition of Lenine et Ia Philosophie. In the discussion that follows I will include 
page references directly in the text to "Lenin before Hegel," from the English 
edition of Althusser's Lenin and Philosophy. For details on this and other aspects 
of Althusser's publications, see the excellent bibliography in Elliott's Althusser, 
pp. 344-45. 

45. I have already discussed this issue in chapter 1 .  
46. Marx, Capital, vol. 1 ,  p .  104. Emphasis added. 
4 7. Raya Dunayevskaya focuses on the concept of subjectivity in the abso

lute idea chapter in her 1953 "Letters on Hegel's Absolutes," reprinted in her 
The Philosophic Moment of Marxist-Humanism, p. 33. 

48. Marx, "Critique of the Hegelian Dialectic," p. 3 15. Interestingly, Duna
yevskaya had as early as 1964 written on Mao's "subjectivism" as in the Great 
Leap Forward of the 1950s, a subjectivism that, she held, "has no regard for 
objective conditions." She wrote that this contrasted with Marx's concept of a 
"subjectivity which has 'absorbed' ol?jectivity," a concept she traced to Marx's 
1844 Hegel critique. She saw the latter as a profound statement of Marx's human
ism. (See Marxism and Freedom, 2d ed. [New York: Twayne, 1 964], p. 327). On the 
other hand, Althusser has often been drawn to Mao's interpretation of the con
cept of contradiction, an interpretation dubbed "subjectivist" by Dunayevskaya 
and others. In his 1937 essay "On Contradiction," Mao writes: "When the super
structure (politics, culture, etc.) obstructs the development of the economic 
base, political and cultural changes become the principal and decisive factors" 
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(Four Essays on Philosophy [BeUing: Foreign Languages Publishing House, 1 968], 
pp. 58-59). Althusser extends this concept to "ideological state apparatuses" 
that "function by ideology" (Lenin and Philosophy, p. 145). For Althusser, the 
humanist concept of the subject is an example of this type of ideological 
concept, one that legitimates the system today. From a humanist standpoint, 
however, it could be argued that Althusser's notion of Marxism as a science 
without a subject is itself an expression of the narrow subjectivity of the isolated 
radical intellectual, a subjectivity that has not absorbed the objectivity of either 
Hegel's dialectic or of the new emancipatory movements of the postwar era, 
such as the youth, women's, and black movements. 

49. Althusser did not return to the issue of Lenin and philosophy at great 
length after 1970, but many of his arguments were taken up by a like-minded 
scholar, Dominique Lecourt, who published a book on Materialism and Empirio
Criticism that also took up the Hegel Notebooks briefly, arguing that Lenin used 
Hegel solely to bolster the critique of Kant that he had already made in the 
earlier work. See Lecourt, U'TII! Crise et son enjeu ( essaie sur la position de Lenine en 
philosophie) (Paris: Editions Maspero, 1973). 

50. Michael Lowy's 1970 article was reprinted in his Dialectique et revolution 
(Paris: Editions Anthropos, 1973), pp. 1 13-50. Further page references are 
made directly in the text 

5 1 .  Guy Planty-Bonjour, Hegel et la pensie philosophique en Russie 1830-191 7 

(The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1974), p. 262. Further page references are made 
directly in the text. 

52. Dunayevskaya, Philosophy and Revolution, p. 25. 
53. Raya Dunayevskaya, "The Shock of Recognition and the Philosophic 

Ambivalence of Lenin," Telos 5 (Spring 1970): 45-57. See also Dunayevskaya's 
subsequent article, "Hegelian Leninism," in the proceedings of the 1 970 Telos 
international congress, Towards a New Marxism, ed. Bart Grahl and Paul Piccone 
(St. Louis: Telos, 1973), pp. 159-75. The latter article includes a sharp critique 
of Mao's concept of contradiction, which is counterposed to Lenin's concept of 
dialectic. 

54. Paul Piccone, ''Toward an Understanding of Lenin's Philosophy" Radical 
America 4, no. 7 (September 1970): 6. Further page references are made directly 
in the text. Piccone writes that in his discussion of the Hegel Notebooks, "I am 
greatly indebted to Raya Dunayevskaya, who has more fully developed these 
same points" (p. 10). 

55. Dunayevskaya, Philosophy and Revolution, p. xv. Further page references 
directly in the text. 

56. During this same period a theorist from the 1960s generation, Andrew 
Feenberg, published a critique of Lenin's Hegel Notebooks, arguing that Lenin 
essentially misunderstood the Marxist concept of totality. See Feenberg, 
"Methodology and Ontology in Lenin's Thought," ltJznan Studies in the Philoso
phy of Sciences and the Humanities 1 ,  no. l ( 1975): 58-64. 

57. Dunayevskaya, Rnsa Luxemburg, Women� Liberation, and Marx � Philosophy 
of Revolution (New Jersey: Humanities, 1982), p. 176. Fmther page references 
are made directly in the text to this edition. 
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58. Dunayevskaya, "Introduction to the Morningside Edition," PhiWsophy 
and Reuolutian, p. xxxvi. Subsequent page references are made directly in the 
text 

59. See Dunayevskaya's 1953 letters in the posthumously published collec
tion of her writings, The Philosophic Moment of Marxist-Humanism. 

60. On this point see Raya Dunayevskaya, "Why Phenomenology, Why Now? 
What is the Relationship of either to Organization, or to Philosophy, not Party? 
1984-7," the Raya Dunayevskaya Collection, p. 1 0887, where she contrasts 
Lenin's concept of nature as materialism to that of Ma1x as well as Sartre. These 
notes were part of over 200 pages of material that Dunayevskaya wrote in 
1986-87 for her planned book "Dialectics of Organization and Philosophy: The 
'Party' and Forms of Organization Born out of Spontaneity." See also the 
implicit critique of Lenin's view of the transition from logic to nature as one 
toward materialism in her Philosophy and Reuolutian, p. 37. 

6 1 .  Dunayevskaya, "Presentation on Dialectics of Organization and Philoso
phy of june 1, 1987," in The Philosophic Moment of Marxist-Humanism, p. 9. 

Conclusion 

1. Hannah Arendt, "Comment," in Revolutionary Russia: A Symposium, ed. 
Richard Pipes (New York: Doubleday, 1969), p. 449. The quotation from 
Jacobin leader Saint:Just is from a speech of February 26, 1 794. 

2.  Dunayevskaya, Philosophy and Reuolutian, p. xxiii. 
3. Jacques Derrida, spectres de Marx: L'etat de Ia dette, le travail du deuil et Ia 

rwuveUe Intemationale (Paris: Editions Galilee, 1 993), p. 90. 
4. Roger-Pol Droit, "So us le marxisme, Ia liberte?" Le Mantle des /Wres, Dec. 3, 

1993. The title of this article, "Underneath Marxism, Freedom?" seems to be an 
allusion to the humorous 1968 protest slogan Parisian students chanted while 
using paving stones to throw at police or as barricades: "Underneath the paving 
stones, the beach." 

5. I refer, for example, to the many reviews and discussions of books such as 

Steven Best and Douglas Kellner, Postmodem Theory: Critical Interrogations (New 
York: Guilford, 1993). 

6. See, for example, the following books published in 1993: Moishe Postone, 
Time, Lab01; and Social Domination: A Reinterpretatian of Marx's Critical Theory 
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1993); Bertel l  Oilman, Dialectical In
vestigations (New York: Routledge, Chapman, and Hall, 1993); Fred Moseley, 
ed., Marx's Method in Capital: A Reexamination (Atlantic Highlands, NJ.: Hu
manities, 1993). 

7. Marx, Capital, vol. I, p. 744. 
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