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their separate ways because classical philosophy was unable to
complete its programme, this process which had been designed to
be suprahistorical, inevitably exhibits a historical structure at
every point. And since the method, having become abstract and
contemplative, now as a result falsifies and does violence to
history, it follows that history will gain its revenge and violate the
method which has failed to integrate it, tearing it to pieces.
(Consider in this context the transition from the logic to the
philosophy of nature.)
In consequence, as Marx has emphasised in his criticism of
Hegel, the demiurgic role of the 'spirit' and the 'idea' enters the
realm of conceptual mythology.64 Once again-and from the
standpoint of Hegel's philosophy itself-it must be stated that
the demiurge only seems to make history. But this semblance is
enough to dissipate wholly the attempt of the classical philoso
phers to break out ofthe limits imposed on formal and rationalistic
(bourgeois, reified) thought and thereby to restore a humanity
destroyed by that reification. Thought relapses into the contem
plative duality of subject and object. 65
Classical philosophy did, it is true, take all the antinomies of its
life-basis to the furthest extreme it was capable of in thought; it
conferred on them the highest possible intellectual expression.
But even for this philosophy they remain unsolved and insoluble.
Thus classical philosophy finds itself historically in the paradoxical
position that it was concerned to find a philosophy that would
mean the end of bourgeois society, and to resurrect in thought a
humanity destroyed in that society and by it. In the upshot, how
ever, it did not manage to do more than provide a complete
intellectual copy and the a priori deduction of bourgeois society.
It is only the manner of this deduction, namely the dialectical
method that points beyond bourgeois society. And even in
classical philosophy this is only expressed in the form of an un
solved and insoluble antinomy. This antinomy is admittedly the
most profound and the most magnificent intellectual expression
of those antinomies which lie at the roots of bourgeois society
and which are unceasingly produced and reproduced by it
albeit in confused and inferior forms. Hence classical philosophy
had nothing but these unresolved antinomies to bequeath to suc
ceeding (bourgeois) generations. The continuation of that
course which at least in method started to point the way beyond
these limits. namely the dialectical method as the true historical
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method was reserved for the class which was able to discover
within itself on the basis ofits life-experience the identical subject
object, the subject of action; the 'we' of the genesis: namely the
proletariat.

m
The Standpoint of the Proletariat
In his early Critique of Hegel's Philosophy of Right, Marx gave a
lapidary account of the special position of the proletariat in
society and in history, and the standpoint from which it can
function as the identical subject-object of the social and historical
processes of evolution. "When the proletariat proclaims the dis
solution of the previous world-order it' does no more than reveal
the secret of its own existence, for it represents the effective dis
solution of that world-order." The self-understanding of the
proletariat is therefore simultaneously the objective understand
ing of the nature ofsociety. When the proletariat furthers its own
class-aims it simultaneously achieves the conscious realisation
of the--objective-aims of society, aims which would inevitably
remain abstract possibilities and objective frontiers but for this
conscious intervention. 1
What change has been brought about, then, socially by this
point of view and even by the possibility of taking up a point of
view at all towards society? 'In the first instance' nothing at all.
For the proletariat makes its appearance as the product of the
c!lpitalist social order. The forms in which it exists are--as we
demonstrated in Section I-the repositories of reification in its
acutest and direst form and they issue in the most extreme
dehumanisation. Thus the proletariat shares with the bourgeoisie
the reification of every aspect of its life. Marx observes: "The
property-owning class .and the class of the proletariat represent
the same human self-alienation. But the former feels at home in
this self-alienation and feels itself confirmed by it; it recognises
alienation as its own instrument and in it it possesses the semblance
of a human existence. The latter feels itself destroyed by this
alienation and sees in it its own impotence and the reality of an
inhuman existence."2

1
It would appear, then, that-even for Marxism-nothing has
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changed in the objective situation. Only the 'vantage point from
which it is judged' has altered, only 'the value placed on it' has
acquired a different emphasis. This view does in fact contain a
very essential grain of truth, one which must constantly be
borne in mind if true insight is not to degenerate into its opposite.
To put it more concretely: the objective reality of social exis.
tence is in its immediacy 'the same' for both proletariat and bourN
geoisie. But this does not prevent the specific categories rif mediation by
means of which both classes raise this immediacy to the level of
consciousness, by means of which the merely immediate reality
becomes for both the authentically objective reality, from being
fundamentally different, thanks to the different position occupied
by the two classes within the 'same' economic process. It is
evident that once again we are approaching-this time from
another angle--the fundamental problem of bourgeois thought,
the problem of the thing-in-itself. The belief that the transforma
tion of the immediately given into a truly understood (and not
merely an immediately perceived) and for that reason really
objective reality, i.e. the belief that the impact of the category of
mediation upon the picture ofthe world is merely 'subjective', i.e.
is no more than an 'evaluation' of a reality that 'remains un
changed', all this is as much as to say that objective reality has the
character of a thing-in-itself.
It is true that the kind of knowledge which regards this 'evalua
tion' as merely 'subjective', as something which does not go to the
heart of the facts, nevertheless claims to penetrate the essence of
actuality. The source of its self-deception is to be found in its
uncritical attitude to the fact that its own standpoint is condi
tioned (and above all that it is conditioned by the society under
lying it). Thus-to take this view of history at its most developed
and most highly articulated-we may consider Rickert's argu
ments with regard to the historian who studies "his own cultural
environment". He claims that: "Ifthe historian forms his concepts
with an eye on the values of the community to which he himself
belongs, the objectivity of his presentation will depend entirely
on the accuracy of his factual material, and the question of
whether this or that event in the past is crucial will not even arise.
He will be immune from the charge of arbitrariness, as long as he
relates, e.g. the history of art to the aesthetic values of his culture
and the history ofthe state to its political values and, so long as he
refrains from making unhistorical value-judgements, he will create
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a mode of historical narrative that is valid for all who regard
political or aesthetic values as normative for the members of his
community."3
By positing the materially unknown and only formally valid
'cultural values' as the founders of a 'value-related' historical ob
jectivity, the subjectivity of the historian is, to all appearances,
eliminated. However, this does no more than enthrone as the
measure and the index of objectivity, the "cultural values"
actually "prevailing in his community" (i.e. in his class). The
arbitrariness and subjectivity are transformed from the material
of the particular facts and from judgements on these into the cri
terion itself, into the "prevailing cultural values". And to judge
or even investigate the validity of these. values is not possible with
in thatftamework; for the historian the 'cultural values' become the
thing-in-itself; a structural process analogous to those we observed
in economics and jurisprudence in Section I.
Even more important, however, is the other side ofthe question,
viz. that the thing-in-itself character of the form-content relation
necessarily opens up the problem rif totality. Here, too, we must be
grateful to Rickert for the clarity with which he formulates his
view. Having stressed the methodological need for a substantive
theory of value for the philosophy of history, he continues:
"Indeed, universal or worfd history, too, can only be written
in a unified manner with the aid of a system of cultural values and to
that extent it presupposes a substantive philosophy of history.
For the rest, however, knowledge of a value system is irrelevant
to the question of the scientific objectivity of purely empirical
narrative!''''
We must ask, however: is the distinction between historical
monograph and universal history purely one of scope or does it
also involve method? Of course, even in the former case history
according to Rickert's epistemological ideal would be extremely
problematic. For the 'facts' of history must remain-notwith
standing their 'value-attributes'-in a state of crude, uncompre
hended facticity as every path to, or real understanding of them,
of their real meaning, their real function in the historical process
has been blocked systematically by methodically abandoning any
claim to a knowledge of the totality. But, as we have shown, 5 the
question of universal history is a problem of methodology that
necessarily emerges in every account of even the smallest segment
of history. For history as a totality (universal history) is neither
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the mechanical aggregate ofindividual historical events, nor is it a
transcendent heuristic principle opposed to the events of history,
a principle that could only become effective with the aid of a
special discipline, the philosophy of history. The totality of
history is itself a real historical power-even though one that
has not hitherto become conscious and has therefore gone un
recognised-a power which is not to be separated from the reality
(and hence the knowledge) of the individual facts without at the
same time annulling their reality and their factual existence. It is
the real, ultimate ground of their reality and their factual exis
tence and hence also of their knowability even as individual facts.
In the essay referred to above we used Sismondi's theory of
crisis to illustrate how the real understanding of a particular
phenomenon can be thwarted by the misapplication of the cate
gory of totality, even when all the details have been correctly
grasped. We saw there, too, that integration in the totality (which
rests on the assumption that it is precisely the whole ofthe historical
process that constitutes the authentic historical reality) does not
merely affect our judgement of individual phenomena decisively.
But also, as a result, the objective structure, the actual content
of the individual phenomenon-as individual phenomenon-is
changed fundamentally. The difference between this method
which treats individual historical phenomena in isolation and one
which regards them from a totalising point of view becomes even
more apparent if we compare the function of the machine in the
view of bourgeois economics and of Marx: "The contradictions
and antagonisms inseparable from the capitalist employment of
machinery, do not exist, they say, since they do not arise out of
machinery, as such, but out of its capitalist employment! Since
therefore machinery, considered alone shortens the hours of
labour, but, when in the service of capital, lengthens them; since
in itselfit lightens labour, but when employed by capital, heightens
the intensity of labour; since in itself it is a victory of man over
the forces of Nature, but in the hands of capital, makes man the
slave of those forces; since in itself it increases the wealth of the
producers, but in the hands of capital, makes them paupers-for
all these reasons and others besides, says the bourgeois economist
without more ado, it is clear as noonday that all these contradic
tions are a mere semblance of the reality, and that, as a matter of
fact, they have neither an actual nor a theoretical existence."6
Ignoring for the moment the aspect of bourgeois economics
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that constitutes an apologia on class lines, let us examine the
distinction solely from the point of view of method. We then
observe that the bourgeois method is to consider the machine as
an isolated unique thing and to view it simply as an existing
'individual' (for as a phenomenon of the process of economic
development the machine as a class rather than the particular
appliance constitutes the historical individual in Rickert's sense).
We see further that to view the machine thus is to distort its true
objective nature by representing its function in the capitalist
production process as its 'eternal' essence, as the indissoluble
component of its 'individuality'. Seen methodologically, this
approach makes ofevery historical object a variable monad which
is denied any interaction with other-;similarly viewed-monads
and which possesses characteristics that appear to be absolutely
immutable essences. It does indeed retain an individual unique
ness but this is only the uniqueness ofmere facticity, of being-just
so. The 'value-relation' does not at all affect this structure, for
it does no more than make it possible to select from the infinite mass
of such facticities. Just as these individual historical monads are
only related to each other in superficial manner, one which
attempts no more than a simple factual description, so too their
relation to the guiding value principle remains purely factual and
'
contingent.
And yet, as the really important historians of the nineteenth
century such as Riegl, Dilthey and Dvorak could not fail to
notice, the essence of history lies precisely in the changes under
gone by those structural forms which are the focal points of man's
interaction with environment at any given moment and which
determine the objective nature of both his inner and his outer life.
But this only becomes objectively possible (and hence can only be
adequately comprehended) when the individuality, the unique
ness of an epoch or an historical figure, etc., is grounded in the
character of these structural forms, when it is discovered and
exhibited in them and through them.
However, neither the people .who experience it nor the historian
have direct access to immediate reality in these, its true structural
forms. It is first necessary to search for them and to find them
and the path to their discovery is the path to a knowledge of the
historical process in its totality. At first sight-and anyone who
insists upon immediacy may never go beyond this 'first sight' his
whole life long-it may look as if the next stages implied a purely
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intellectual exercise, a mere process of abstraction. But this is an
illusion which is itself the product of the habits of thought and
feeling of mere immediacy where the immediately given form of
the objects, the fact of their existing here and now and in this
particular way appears to be primary, real and objective, whereas
their 'relations' seem to be secondary and subjective. For anyone
who sees things in such immediacy every true change must seem
incomprehensible. The undeniable fact of change must then
appear to be a catastrophe, a sudden, unexpected turn of events
that comes from outside and eliminates all mediations. 7 If change
is to be understood at all it is necessary to abandon the view that
objects are rigidly opposed to each other, it is necessary to elevate
their interrelatedness and the interaction between these 'relations'
and the 'objects' to the same plane of reality. The greater the
distance from pure immediacy the larger the net encompassing
the 'relations', and the more complete the integration of the
'objects' within the system of relations, the sooner change will
cease to be impenetrable and catastrophic, the sooner it will
become comprehensible.
But this will only be true if the road beyond immediacy leads
in the direction of a greater concreteness, if the system of mediat
ing concepts so constructed represents the "totality of the empiri
cal"-to employ Lassalle's felicitous description of the philosophy
of Hegel. We have already noted the methodological limits of
formal, rational and abstract conceptual systems. In this context
it is important only to hold on to the fact that it is not possible to
use them to surpass the purely factual nature of historical facts.
(The critical efforts of Rickert and of modern historiography
also focus on this point and they too have successfully proved
this.) The very most that can be achieved in this way is to set up a
formal typology of the manifestations of history and society using
historical facts as illustrations. This means that only a chance con
nection links the theoretical system to the objective historical
reality that the theory is intended to comprehend. This may take
the form of a naive 'sociology' in search of 'laws' (of the Comtej
Spencer variety) in which the insolubility of the task is reflected in
the absurdity of the results. Or else the methodological intracta
bility may be a matter of critical awareness from the beginning
(as with Max Weber) and, instead, an auxiliary science of history
is brought into being. But in either case the upshot is the same:
the problem of facticity is pushed back into history once again
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and the purely historical standpoint remains unable to transcend
its immediacy regardless of whether this is desired or not.
We have described the stance adopted by the historian in
Rickert's sense (i.e. criticalf)~ the most conscious type in the
bourgeois tradition) as a prolongation of the state of pure im
mediacy. This appears to contradict the obvious fact that historical
reality can only be achieved, understood and described in the
course of a complicated process of mediation. However, it should
not be forgotten that immediacy and mediation are themselves
aspects of a dialectical process and that every stage of existence
(and of the mind that would understand it) has its own immediacy
in the sense given to it in the Phenomenology in which, when con
fronted by an immediately given object, "we should respond just
as immediately or receptively, and therefore make no alteration
to it, leaving it just as it presents itself". 8 To go beyond this
immediacy can only mean the genesis, the 'creation' of the object.
But this assumes that the forms of mediation in and through
which it becomes possible to go beyond the immediate existence
of objects as they are given, can be shown to be the structural
principles and the real tendencies of the objects themselves.
In other words, intellectual genesis must be identical in prin
ciple with historical genesis. We have followed the course of
the history of ideas which, as bourgeois thought has developed,
has tended more and more to wrench these two principles apart.
We were able to show that as a result of this duality in method,
reality disintegrates into a multitude of irrational facts and over
these a network of purely formal 'laws' emptied of content is then
cast. And by devising an 'epistemology' that can go beyond the
abstract form of the immediately given world (and its conceiva
bility) the structure is made permanent and acquires a justifica
tion-not inconsistently-as being the necessary 'precondition
of the possibility' of this world view. But unable to turn this
'critical' movement in the direction of a true creation of the
object-in this case of the thinking subject-and indeed by taking
the very opposite direction, this 'critical' attempt to bring the
analysis of reality to its logical conclusion ends by returning to the
same immediacy that faces the ordinary man of bourgeois society in his
everyday life. It has been conceptualised, but onlY immediatelY.
Immediacy and mediation are therefore not only related and
mutually complementary ways of dealing with the objects of
reality. But corresponding to the dialectical nature of reality and
'1']\:
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material content of life should become more and more material
and impersonal so that the non-reifiable remnant may become
all the more personal and all the more indisputably the property
of the person."ll In this way the very thing that should be under
stood and deduced with the aid ofmediation becomes the accepted
principle by which to explain all phenomena and is even elevated
to the status of a value: namely the unexplained and inexplicable
facticity of bourgeois existence as it is here and now acquires the
patina of an eternal law of nature or a cultural value enduring for
all time.
At the same time this means that history must abolish itself.12
As Marx says of bourgeois economics: "Thus history existed once
upon a time, but it does not exist any more." And even if this
antinomy assumes increasingly refined forms in later times, so
that it even makes its appearance in the shape of historicism, of
historical relativism, this does not affect the basic problem, the
abolition of history, in the slightest.
We see the unhistorical and antihistorical character of bourgeois
thought most strikingly when we consider the problem oj the present
as a historical problem. It is unnecessary to give examples here.
Ever since the World War and the World Revolution the total
inability of every bourgeois thinker and historian to see the world
historical events of the present as universal history must remain
one of the, most terrible memories of every sober observer. This
complete failure has reduced otherwise meritorious historians
and subtle thinkers to the pitiable or contemptible mental level
of the worst kind of provincial journalism. But it cannot always
be explained simply as the result of external pressures (censorship,
conformity to 'national' class interests, etc.). It is grounded
also in a theoretical approach based upon unmediated contem
plation which opens up an irrational chasm between the subject
and object of knowledge, the same "dark and empty" chasm
that Fichte described. This murky void was also present in our
knowledge of the past, though this was obscured by the distance
created by time, space and historical mediation. Here, however,
it must appear fully exposed.
A fine illustration borrowed from Ernst Bloch will perhaps
make this theoretical limitation clearer than a detailed analysis
which in any case would not be possible here. When nature be
comes landscape--e.g. in contrast to the peasant's unconscious
living within nature-the artist's unmediated experience of the

the dialectical character of our efforts to come to terms with it,
they are related dialectically. That is to say that every mediation
must necessarily yield a standpoint from which the objectivity it
creates assumes the form ofimmediacy. Now this is the relation of
bourgeois thought to the social and historical reality of bourgeois
society-illuminated and made transparent as it has been by a
multiplicity of mediations. Unable to discover further mediations,
unable to comprehend the reality and the origin of bourgeois
society as the product of the same subject that has 'created' the
comprehended totality of knowledge, its ultimate point oj view,
decisive for the whole oj its thought, will be that oj immediacy. For, in
Hegel's words: "the mediating factor would have to be something
in which both sides were one, in which consciousness would discern
each aspect in the next, its purpose and activity in its fate, its fate
in its purpose and activity, its own essence in this necessity". 9
It may be hoped that our arguments up to this point have
demonstrated with sufficient clarity that this particular mediation
was absent and could not be otherwise than absent from bourgeois
thought. In the context of economics this has been proved by
Marx time and time again. Io And he explicitly attributed the
mistaken ideas of bourgeois economists concerning the economic
processes of capitalism to the absence of mediation, to the sys
tematic avoidance of the categories of mediation, to the immediate
acceptance of secondary forms of objectivity, to the inability to
progress beyond the stage of merely immediate cognition. In
Section II we were able to point out as emphatically as possible
the various intellectual implications flowing from the character
of bourgeois society and the systematic limitations of its thought.
We drew attention there to the antinomies (between subject and
object, freedom and necessity, individual and society, form and
content, etc.) to which such thought necessarily led. It is impor
tant to realise at this point that although bourgeois thought only
landed in these antinomies after the very greatest mental exer
tions, it yet accepted their existential basis as self,-evident, as a
simply unquestionable reality. Which is to say: bourgeois thought
entered into an unmediated relationship with reality as it was
given.
Thus Simmel has this to say about the ideological structure of
reification in consciousness: "And therefore now that these
counter-tendencies have come into existence, they should at least
strive towards an ideal of absolutely pure separation: every
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an enigma to itself as a result of the very experience which was to
reveal its truth to itself; it does not regard the effects of its deeds
as its own deeds: what happens to it is not the same experience
for it as it is in itself; the transition is not merely a formal change
of the same content and essence seen on the one hand as the con
tent and essence of consciousness and on the other hand as the
object or intuited essence of itself. Abstract necessi~, therefore
passes for the merely negative, uncomprehended power of the
universal by which individuality is destroyed".

landscape (which has of course only achieved this immediacy
after undergoing a whole series of mediations) presupposes a dis
tance (spatial in this case) between the observer and the landscape.
The observer stands outside the landscape, for were this not the
case it would not be possible for nature to become a landscape at
all. If he were to attempt to integrate himself and the nature
immediately surrounding him in space within 'nature-seen-as
landscape', without moditying his aesthetic contemplative im
mediacy, it would then at once hecome apparent that landscape
only starts to become landscape at a definite (though of course
variable) distance from the observer and that only as an observer
set apart in space can he relate to nature in terms of landscape
at all.
This illustration is only intended to throw light on the theoreti
cal situation, for it is only in art that the relation to landscape is
expressed in an appropriate and unproblematic way, although
it must not be forgotten that even in art we find the same un
bridgeable gap opening up between subject and object that we
find confronting us everywhere in modern life, and that art can
do no more than shape this problematic without however finding
a real solution to it. But as soon as history is forced into the
present-and this is inevitable as our interest in history is deter
mined in the lfl.st analysis by our desire to understand the present
,-this "pernicious chasm" (to use Bloch's expression) opens up.
As a result of its incapacity to understand history, the con
templative attitude of the bourgeoisie became polarised into two
extremes: on the one hand, there were the 'great individuals'
viewed as the autocratic makers of history; on the other hand,
there were the 'natural laws' of the historical environment. They
both turn out to be equally impotent-whether they are separ
ated or working together-when challenged to produce an
interpretation of the present in all its radical novelty. 13 The inner
perfection of the work ofart can hide this gaping abyss because in
its perfected immediacy it does not allow any further questions to
arise about a mediation no longer available to the point of view
of contemplation. However, the present is a problem of history,
a problem that refuses to be ignored and one which imperiously
demands such mediation. It must be attempted. But in the course
of these attempts we discover the truth of Hegel's remarks about
one of the stages of self-consciousness that follow the definition of
mediation already cited: "Therefore consciousness has become

2
The historical knowledge of the proletariat begins with know
ledge of the present, with the self-knowledge of its own social
situation and with the elucidation ofits necessity (i.e. its genesis).
That genesis and history should coincide or, more exactly, that
they should be different aspects of the same process, can only
happen if two conditions are fulfilled. On the one hand, all the
categories in which human existence is constructed must appear
as the determinants of that existence itself (and not merely of the
description of that existence). On the other hand, their succession,
their coherence and their cOllnections must appear as aspects of
the historical process itself, as the structural components of the
present. Thus the succession and internal order of the categories
constitute neither a purely logical sequence, nor are they organ
ised merely in accordance with the facts of history. "Their
sequence is rather determined by the relation which they bear to
one another in modern bourgeois society, and which is the exact
opposite of what seems to be their natural order or the order of
their historical development."I"
This in turn assumes that the world which confronts man in
theory and in practice exhibits a kind of objectivity which-if
properly thought out and understood-need never stick fast in an
immediacy similar to that of forms found earlier on. This objec
tivity must accordingly be comprehensible as a constant factor
mediating between past and future and it must be possible to
demonstrate that it is everywhere the product of man and of the
development ofsociety. To pose the question thus is to bring up the
issue of the 'economic structure' of society. For, as Marx points
out in his attack on Proudhon's pseudo-Hegelianism and vulgar
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Kantianism for its erroneous separation of principle (i.e. category)
from history; "When we ask ourselves why a particular principle
was manifested in the eleventh or in the eighteenth century rather
than in any other, we are necessarily forced to examine minutely
what men were like in the eleventh century, what they were like
in the eighteenth, what were their respective needs, their
productive forces, their mode of production and their raw
materials-in short, what were the relations between man and
man which resulted from all these conditions of existence. To get
to the bottom of all these questions-what is this but to draw up
the real, profane history of men in every century and to present
these men as both the authors and the actors of their own drama?
But the moment we present men as the actors and authors of their
own history, we arrive-by a detour-at the real starting-point,
because we have abandoned those eternal principles of which we
spoke at the outset."15
It would, however, be an error-an error which marks the
point of departure of all vulgar Marxism-to believe that to
adopt this standpoint is simply to accept the immediately given
(i.e. the empirical) social structure. Moreover, the refusal to be
content with this empirical reality, this going beyond the bounds
of what is immediately given by no means signifies a straight
forward dissatisfaction with it and a straightforward-abstract
desire to alter it. Such a desire, such an evaluation of empirical
reality would indeed be no more than subjective; it would be a
'value-judgement', a wish, a utopia. And even though to aspire to
a utopia is to affirm the will in what is philosophically the more
objective and distilled form of an 'ought' (SoIlen) it does not
imply that the tendency to accept empirical reality has been over
come. This applies, too, to the subjectivism of the impulse to initiate
change which admittedly appears here in a philosophically
sophisticated form;
For precisely in the pure, classical expression it received in the
philosophy of Kant it remains true that the 'ought' presupposes
an existing reality to which the category of 'ought' remains
inapplicable in principle. Whenever the refusal of the subject
simply to accept his empirically given existence takes the form of
an 'ought', this means that the immediately given empirical
reality receives affirmation and consecration at the hands of
philosophy: it is philosophically immortalised. "Nothing in the
world of phenomena can be explained by the concept offreedom,"
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Kant states, "the guiding thread in that sphere must always be
the mechanics of nature."16
Thus every theory of the 'ought' is left with a dilemma: either
it must allow the-meaningless-existence of empirical reality to
survive unchanged with its meaninglessness forming the basis of
the 'ought' -for in a meaningful existence the problem of an
'ought' could not arise. This gives the 'ought' a purely subjective
character. Or else, theory must presuppose a principle that
transcends the concept of both what 'is' and what 'ought to be'
so as to be able to explain the real impact of the 'ought' upon
what 'is'. For the popular solution of an infinite progression [to
wards virtue, holiness], which Kant himself had already pro
posed, merely conceals the fact that the problem is insoluble.
Philosophically it is not important to determine the time needed
by the 'ought' in order to reorganise what 'is'. The task is to dis
cover the principles by means of which it becomes possible in the
first place for an 'ought' to modify existence. And it is just this that
the theory rules out from the start by ~stablishing the mechanics
of nature as an unchangeable fact of existence, by setting up a
strict dualism of 'ought' and 'is', and by creating the rigidity
with which 'is' and 'ought' confront each other-a rigidity which
this point of view can never eliminate. However, if a thing is
theoretically impossible it cannot be first reduced to infinitesimal
proportions and spread over an infinite process and then suddenly
be made to reappear as a reality.
It is, however, no mere chance that in its attempt to find a way
out of the contradictions created by the fact that history is simply
given, bourgeois thought should have taken up the idea of an
infinite progression. For, according to Hegel, this progression
makes its appearance "everywhere where relative determinants
are driven to the point where they become antithetical so that
they are united inseparably whilst an independent existence is
attributed to each vis-a-vis the other. This progression is, there
fore, the contradiction that is never resolved but is always held
to be simply present."l? And Hegel has also shown that the
methodological device that forms the logical first link in the
infinite progression consists in establishing a purely quantitative
relationship between elements that are and remain qualitatively
incommensurable but in such a way that "each is held to be
indifferent to this change". 18
With this we find ourselves once more in the old antinomy of

.L~

162

HISTORY AND CLASS CONSCIOUSNESS

the thing-in-itself but in a new form: on the one hand 'is' and
'ought' remain rigidly and irreducibly antithetical; on the other
hand, by forging a link between them, an external, illusory link
that leaves their irrationality and facticity untouched, an area
of apparent Becoming is created thanks to which growth and
decay, the authentic theme of history, is really and truly thrust
out into the darkness of incomprehensibility. For the reduction to
quantitative terms must affect not only the basic elements of the
process but also its individual stages, and the fact that this pro
cedure makes it appear as if a gradual transition were taking
place, goes unobserved. "But this gradualness only applies to the
externals ofchange, not to their quality; the preceding quantita
tive situation, infinitely close to the succeeding one yet possesses
a different existence qualitatively.••• One would like to employ
gradual transitions in order to make a change comprehensible to
oneself; but the gradual change is precisely the trivial one, it is the
reverse of the true qualitative change. In the gradualness the
connection between the two realities is abolished-this is true
whether they are conceived of as states or as independent
objects-; it is assumed that •.• one is simply external to the other;
in this way the very thing necessary to comprehension is removed..••
With this growth and decay are altogether abolished, or else the In
Itself, the inner state ofa thing prior to its existence is transformed
into a small amount ofexternal existence and the essential or conceptual
distinction is changed into a simple, external difference of magni
tude."19
The desire to leave behind the immediacy of empirical reality
and its no less immediate rationalist reflections must not be
allowed to become an attempt to abandon immanent (social)
reality. The price of such a false process of transcendence would
be the reinstating and perpetuating of empirical reality with all
its insoluble questions, but this time in a philosophically sub
limated way. But in fact, to leave empirical reality behind can
only mean that the objects of the empirical world are to be under
stood as aspects of a totality, i.e. as the aspects of a total social
situation caught up in the process of historical change. Thus the
category of mediation is a lever with which to overcome the mere
immediacy of the empirical world and as such it is not something
(subjective) foisted on to the objects from outside, it is no value
judgement or 'ought' opposed to their 'is'. It is rather the manifesta
tion of their authentic objective structure. This can only become
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apparent in the visible objects of consciousness when the false
attitude of bourgeois thought to objective reality has been aban
doned. Mediation would not be possible were it not for the fact
that the empirical existence of objects is itself mediated and only
appears to be unmediated in so far as the awareness of mediation
is lacking so that the objects are torn from the complex of their
true determinants and placed in artificial isolation. 20
Moreover, it must be borne in mind that the process by which
the objects are isolated is not the product of chance or caprice.
When true knowledge does away with the false separation of
objects (and the even falser connections established by unmediated
abstractions) it does much more than merely correct a false or
inadequate scientific method or substitute a superior hypo
thesis for a defective one. It is just as characteristic of the social
reality of the present that its objective form should be subjected
to this kind of intellectual treatment as it is that the objective
starting-point of such treatment should have been chosen. If,
then, the standpoint of the proletariat is opposed to that of the
bourgeoisie, it is nonetheless true that proletarian thought does
not require a tabula rasa, a new start to the task of comprehending
reality and one without any preconceptions. In this it is unlike
the thought of the bourgeoisie with regard to the mediaeval forms
of feudalism-at least in its basic tendencies. Just because its
practical goal is the fundamental transformation of the whole of
society it conceives of bourgeois society together with its intellec
tual and artistic productions as the point of departure for its own
method.
The methodological function of the categories of mediation
consists in the fact that with their aid those immanent meanings
that necessarily inhere in the objects of bourgeois society but
which are absent from the immediate manifestation of those
objects as well as from their mental reflection in bourgeois
thought, now become objectively effective and can therefore
enter the consciousness of the proletariat. That is to say, if the
bourgeoisie is held fast in the mire of immediacy from which the
proletariat is able to extricate itself, this is neither purely accidental
nor a purely theoretical scientific problem. The distance between
these two theoretical positions is an expression of the differences
between the social existence of the two classes.
Of course, the knowledge yielded by the standpoint of the
proletariat stands on a higher scientific plane objectively; it does
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after all apply a method that makes possible the solution of
problems which the greatest thinkers of the bourgeois era have
vainly struggled to find and in its substance, it provides the
adequate historical analysis of capitalism which must remain
beyond the grasp of bourgeois thinkers. However, this attempt to
grade the methods objectively in terms oftheir value to knowledge
is itself a social and historical problem, an inevitable result of the
types of society represented by the two classes and their place in
history. It implies that the 'falseness' and the 'one-sidedness' of
the bourgeois view of history must be seen as a necessary factor
in the systematic acquisition of knowledge about society.21
But also, it appears that every method is necessarily implicated
in the existence ofthe relevant class. For the bourgeoisie, method
arises directly from its social existence and this means that mere
immediacy adheres to its thought, constituting its outermost
barrier, one that can not be crossed. In contrast to this the pro
letariat is confronted by the need to break through this barrier,
to overcome it inwardly from the very start by adopting its own
point of view. And as it is the nature of the dialectical method
constantly to produce and reproduce its own essential aspects, as
its very being constitutes the denial ofany smooth, linear deVelop
ment of ideas, the proletariat finds itself repeated(y confronted with
the problem of its own point of departure both in its efforts to
increase its theoretical grasp of reality and to initiate prac
tical historical measures. For the proletariat the barrier imposed
by immediacy has become an inward barrier. With this the
problem becomes clear; by putting the problem in this way the
road to a possible answer is opened Up.22
But it is no more than a possible answer. The proposition with
which we began, viz. that in capitalist society reality is-im
mediately-the same for both the bourgeoisie and the proletariat,
remains unaltered. But we may now add that this same reality
employs the motor of class interests to keep the bourgeoisie im
prisoned within this immediacy while forcing the proletariat to
go beyond it. For the social existence of the proletariat is far more
powerfully affected by the dialectical character of the historical
process in which the mediated character of every factor receives
the imprint oftruth and authentic objectivity only in the mediated
totality. For the proletariat to become aware of the dialectical
nature of its existence is a matter of life and death, whereas the
bourgeQisie uses the abstract categories of reflection, such as
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quantity and infinite progresssion, to conceal the dialectical
structure ofthe historical process in daily life only to be confronted
by unmediated catastrophes when the pattern is reversed. This is
based-as we have shown-on the fact that the bourgeoisie always
perceives the subject and object of the historical process and of
social reality in a double form: in terms of his consciousness the
single individual is a perceiving subject confronting the over
whelming objective necessities imposed by society of which only
minute fragments can be comprehended. But in reality it is pre
cisely the conscious activity of the individual that is to be found
on the object-side of the process, while the subject (the class)
cannot be awakened into consciousness and this activity must
always remain beyond the consciousness of the-apparent
subject, the individual.
Thus we find the subject and object of the social process co
existing in a state of dialectical interaction. But as they always
appear to exist in a rigidly twofold form, each external to the
other, the dialectics remain unconscious and the objects retain
their twofold and hence rigid character. This rigidity can only be
broken by catastrophe and it then makes way for an equally
rigid structure. This unconscious dialectic which is for that very
reason unmanageable "bre;;tks forth in their confession of naive
surprise, when what they have ju.st thought to have defined with
great difficulty as a thing suddenly appears as a social relation
and then reappears to tease them again as a thing, before they
have barely managed to define it as a social relation."23
For the proletariat social reality does not exist in this
form. It appears in the first instance as the pure object of societal
events. In every aspect ofdaily life in which the individual worker
imagines hirnselfto be the subject of his own life he finds this to be
an illusion that is destroyed by the immediacy of his existence.
This forces upon him the knowledge that the most elementary
gratification of his needs, "his own individual consumption,
whether it proceed within the workshop or outside it, whether it
be part of the process of reproduction or not, forms therefore an
aspect of the production and the reproduction of capital; just as
cleaning machinery does, whether it be done while the machinery
is working or while it is standing idle". 24 The quantification of
objects, their subordination to abstract mental categories makes
its appearance in the life of the worker immediately as a process
of abstraction of which he is the victim, and which cuts him off
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from his labour-power, forcing him to sell it on the market as a
commodity, belonging to him. And by selling this, his only
commodity, he integrates it (and himself: for his commodity is
inseparable from his physical existence) into a specialised process
that has been rationalised and mechanised, a process that he dis
covers already existing, complete and able to function without
him and in which he is no more than a cipher reduced to an
abstract quantity, a mechanised and rationalised tool.
Thus for the worker the reified character of the immediate
manifestations of capitalist society receives the most extreme
definition possible. It is true: for the capitalist also there is the
same doubling of personality, the same splitting up of man into
an element of the movement of commodities and an (objective
and impotent) observer ofthat movement. 211 But for his conscious
ness it necessarily appears as an activity (albeit this activity is
objectively an illusion), in which effects emanate from himself.
This illusion blinds him to the true state of affairs, whereas the
worker, who is denied the scope for such illusory activity, per
ceives the split in his being preserved in the brutal form of what is
in its whole tendency a slavery without limits. He is therefore
forced into becoming the object of the process by which he is
turned into a commodity and reduced to a mere quantity.
But this very fact forces him to surpass the immediacy of his
condition. For as Marx says, "Time is the place ofhuman develop
ment".26 The quantitative differences in exploitation which
appear to the capitalist in the form of quantitative determinants
of the objects of his calculation, must appear to the worker as the
decisive, qualitative categories of his whole physical, mental and
moral existence. The transformation of quantity into quality is
not only a particular aspect of the dialectical process of develop
ment, as Hegel represents it in his philosophy of nature and,
following him, Engels in the Anti-Diihring. But going beyond that,
as we have just shown with the aid of Hegel's Logic, it means the
emergence of the truly objective form of existence and the
destruction of those confusing categories of reflection which
had deformed true objectivity into a posture of merely immediate,
passive, contemplation.
Above all, as far as labour-time is concerned, it becomes abun
dantly clear that quantification is a reified and reifYing cloak
spread over the true essence of the objects and can only be re
garded as an objective form of reality inasmuch as the subject is
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uninterested in the essence of the object to which it stands in a
contemplative or (seemingly) practical relationship. When Engels
illustrates the transformation of quantity into quality by pointing
to the example of water changing into solid or gaseous form II 7 he
is in the right so far as these points of transition are concerned.
But this ignores the fact that when the point of view is changed
even the transitions that had seemed to be purely quantitative
now become qualitative. (To give an extremely trivial example,
consider what happens when water is drunk; there is here a point
at which 'quantitative' changes take on a qualitative nature.)
The position is even clearer when we consider the example Engels
gives from Capital. The point under discussion is the amount
needed at a particular stage of production to transform a given
sum into capital; Marx observes that it is at this point that quan
tity is changed into quality. 118
Let us now compare these two series (the growth or reduction
in the sum of money and the increase or decrease in labour-time)
and examine their possible quantitative changes and their trans
formation into quality. We note that in the first case we are in
fact confronted only by what Hegel calls a "knotted line of pro
portional relations". Whereas in the second case every change is
one of quality in its innermost nature and although its quantita
tive appearance is forced on'to the worker by his social environ
ment, its essence for him lies in its qualitative implications. This
second aspect of the change obviously has its origin in the fact
that for the worker labour-time is not merely the objective form of
the commodity he has sold, i.e. his labour-power (for in that form
the problem for him, too, is one of the exchange of equivalents,
i.e. a quantitative matter). But in addition it is the determining
form of his existence as subject, as human being.
This does not mean that immediacy together with its conse
quences for theory, namely the rigid opposition of subject and ob
ject, can be regarded as having been wholly overcome. It is true
that in the problem of labour-time, just because it shows reifica
tion at its zenith, we can see how proletarian thought is neces
sarily driven to surpass this immediacy. For, on the one hand, in
his social existence the worker is immediately placed whol!;! on
the side of the object: he appears to himself immediately as an
object and not as the. active part of the social process oflabour.
On the other hand, however, the role of object is no longer purely
immediate. That is to say, it is true that the worker is objectively
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transformed into a mere object of the process of production by the
methods ofcapitalist production (in contrast to those ofslavery and
servitude) i.e. by the fact that the worker is forced to objectifY his
labour-power over against his total personality and to sell it as a
commodity. But because of the split between subjectivity and ob
jectivity induced in man by the compulsion to objectifY himself as
a commodity, the situation becomes one that can be made con
scious. In earlier, more organic forms of society, work is defined
"as the direct function of a member of the social organism" :29
in slavery and servitude the ruling powers appear as the
"immediate mainsprings of the production process" and this
prevents labourers enmeshed in such a situation with their
personalities undivided from achieving clarity about their social
position. By contrast, "work which is represented as exchange
value has for its premise the work of the isolated individual. It
becomes social by assuming the form of its immediate antithesis,
the form of abstract universality."
We can already see here more clearly and concretely the factors
that create a dialectic between the social existence of the worker
and the forms of his consciousness and force them out of their
pure immediacy. Above all the worker can only become conscious
of his existence in society when he becomes aware of himself as a
commodity. As we have seen, his immediate existence integrates
him as a pure, naked object into the production process. Once
this immediacy turns out to be the consequence of a multiplicity
of mediations, once it becomes evident how much it presupposes,
then the fetishistic forms of the commodity system begin to dis
solve: in the commodity the worker recognises himself and his
own relations with capital. Inasmuch as he is incapable in practice
of raising himself above the role of object his consciousness is the
self-consciousness of the commodity; or in other words it is the self
knowledge, the self-revelation. of the capitalist society founded
upon the production and exchange of commodities.
By adding self-consciousness to the commodity structure a new
element is introduced, one that is different in principle and in
quality from what is normally described as consciousness 'of' an
object. Not just because it is a matter ofself-consciousness. For, as
in the science of psychology, this might very well be consciousness
'of' an object, one which without modifYing the way in which con
sciousness and object are related and thus without changing the
knowledge so attained, might still 'accidentally' choose itself for
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an object. From this it would follow that knowledge acquired in
this way must have the same truth-criteria as in the case ofknow
ledge of 'other' objects. Even when in antiquity a slave, an
instrumentum vocale, becomes conscious of himself as a slave this is
not self-knowledge in the sense we mean here: for he can only
attain to knowledge of an object which happens 'accidentally' to
be himself. Between a 'thinking' slave and an 'unconscious' slave
there is no real distinction to be drawn in an objective social sense.
No more than there is between the possibility of a slave's becom
ing conscious of his own social situation and that of a 'free' man's
achieving an understanding of slavery. The rigid epistemological
doubling of subject and object remains unaffected and hence the
perceiving subject fails to impinge upon the structure ofthe object
despite his adequate understanding of it.
In contrast with this, when the worker knows himself as a com
modity his knowledge is practical. That is to S,!!" this knowledge
brings about an objective structural change in the object of knowledge.
In this consciousness and through it the special objective character
of labour as a commodity, its 'use-value' (i.e. its ability to yield
surplus produce) which like every use-value is submerged without
a trace in the quantitative exchange categories of capitalism, now
awakens and becomes social r(laliry. The special nature oflabour as
a commodity which in the absence of this consciousness acts as
an unacknowledged driving wheel in the economic process now
objectifies itself by means of this consciousness. The specific
nature of this kind of commodity had consisted in the fact that
beneath the cloak of the thing lay a relation between men, that
beneath the quantifYing crust there was a qualitative, living core.
Now that this core is revealed it becomes possible to recognise the
fetish character of every commodity based on the commodity charac
ter of labour power: in every case we find its core, the relation
between men, entering into the evolution of society.
Of course, all of this is only contained implicitly in the dialec
tical antithesis of quantity and quality as we meet it in the ques
tion of labour-time. That is to say, this antithesis with all its
implications is only the beginning of the complex process of
mediation whose goal is the knowledge of society as a historical
totality. The dialectical method is distinguished from bourgeois
thought not only by_the fact that it alone can lead to a knowledge
of totality; it is also significant that such knowledge is only
attainable because the relationship between parts and whole has
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become fundamentally different from what it is in thought based
on the categories of reflection. In brief, from this point of view,
the essence of the dialectical method lies in the fact that in every
aspect correctly grasped by the dialectic the whole totality is
comprehended and that the whole method can be unravelled
from every single aspect. 30 It has often been claimed-and not
without a certain justification-that the famous chapter in Hegel's
Logic treating of Being, Non-Being and Becoming contains the
whole of his philosophy. It might be claimed with perhaps equal
justification that the chapter dealing with the fetish character of
the commodity contains within itself the whole of historical
materialism and the whole self-knowledge of the proletariat seen
as the knowledge of capitalist society (and of the societies that
preceded it). [Capital I, Chapter 1, Section 4].
Obviously, this should not be taken to mean that the whole of
history with its teeming abundance should be thought of as being
superfluous. Quite the reverse. Hegel's programme: to see the
absolute, the goal of his philosophy, as a result remains valid for
Marxism with its very different objects of knowledge, and is even
of greater concern to it, as the dialectical process is seen to be
identical with the course of history. The theoretical point we
are anxious to emphasise here is merely the structural fact that
the single aspect is not a segment of a mechanical totality that
could be put together out of such segments, for this would lead
us to see knowledge as an infinite progression. It must be seen
instead as containing the possibility of unravelling the whole
abundance of the totality from within itself. But this in turn can
only be done if the aspect is seen as aspect, i.e. as a point of trans i
tion to the totality; if every movement beyond the immediacy
that had made the aspect an aspect of the dialectical process
(whereas before it had been nothing more than the evident con
tradiction of two categories of thought) is not to freeze once more
in a new rigidity and a new immediacy.
This reflection leads us back to our concrete point of departure.
In the Marxist analysis of labour under capitalism that we have
sketched above, we encountered the antithesis between the iso
lated individual and the abstract generality within which he finds
mediated the relation between his work and society. And once
again it is important to emphasise, that as in every immediate and
abstract form of existence as it is simply given, here, too, we find
bourgeoisie and proletariat placed in an immediately similar
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situation. But, here too, it appears that while the bourgeoisie
remains enmeshed in its immediacy by virtue of its class role, the
proletariat is driven by the specific dialectics of its class situation
to abandon it. The transformation of all objects into commodities,
their quantification into fetishistic exchange-values is more than
an intensive process affecting the form of every aspect of life in
this way (as we were able to establish in the case oflabour-time).
But also and inseparably bound up with this we find the extensive
expansion of these forxns to embrace the whole of society. For
the capitalist this side of the process means an increase in the
quantity of objects for him to deal with in his calculations and
speculations. In so far as this process does acquire the semblance
of a qualitative character, this goes no further than an aspiration
towards the increased ratiorialisation, mechanisation and quanti
fication ofthe world confronting him. (See the distinction between
the dominance ofmerchant's capital and that ofindustrial capital,
the capitalisation of agriculture, etc.) Interrupted abruptly
now and again by 'irrational' catastrophes, the way is opened up
for an infinite progression leading to the thorough-going capitalist
rationalisation of society as a whole.
For the proletariat, however, the 'same' process means its OW1/.
emergence as a class. In both.cases a transformation from quantity
to quality is involved. We need only consider the line of develop
ment leading from the mediaeval craft via simple co-operation
and manufacture to the modern factory and we shall see the
extent to which even for the bourgeoisie the qualitative changes
stand out as milestones on the road. The class mlIamng of these
changes lies precisely in the fact that the bourgeoisie regularly
transforms each new qualitative gain back on to the quantitative
level of yet another rational calculation. Whereas for the prole
tariat the 'same' development has a different class meaning: it
means the abolition oj the isolated individual, it means that workers
can become conscious of the social character oflabour, it means
that the abstract, universal form of the societal principle as it is
manifested can be increasingly concretised and overcome.
This enables us to understand why it is only in the proletariat
that the process by which a man's achievement is split off from
his total personality and becomes a commodity leads to a revolu
tionary consciousness. It is true, as we demonstrated in Section I,
that the basic structure ofreification can be found in all the social
forms of modern capitalism (e.g. bureaucracy.) But this structure
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can only be made fully conscious in the work-situation of the
proletarian. For his work as he experiences it directly possesses
the naked and abstract form of the commodity, while in other
forms of work this is hidden behind the fac;ade of 'mental la
bour', of 'responsibility', etc. (and sometimes it even lies con
cealed behind 'patriarchal' forms). The more deeply reification
penetrates into the soul of the man who sells his achievement as
a commodity the 'more deceptive appearances are (as in the case
ofjournalism). Corresponding to the objective concealment of the
commodity form, there is the subjective element. This is the fact
that while the process by which the worker is reified and becomes
a commodity dehumanises him and cripples and atrophies his
'soul'-as long as he does not consciously rebel against it-it
remains true that precisely his humanity and his soul are not
changed into commodities. He is able therefore to objectify
himself completely against his existence while the man reified in
the bureaucracy, for instance, is turned into a commodity,
mechanised and reified in the only faculties that might enable him
to rebel against reification. Even his thoughts and feelings be
come reified. As Hegel says: "It is much harder to bring move
ment into fixed ideas than into sensuous existence."31
In the end this corruption assumes objective forms also. The
worker experiences his place in the production process as ultimate
but at the same time it has all the characteristics of the commodity
(the uncertainties of day-to-day movements of the market). This
stands in contrast to other groups which have both the appearance
of stability (the routine of duty, pension, etc.) and also the
abstract-possibility of an individual's elevating himself into the
ruling class. By such means a 'status-consciousness' is created
that is calculated to inhibit effectively the growth of a class con
sciousness. Thus the purely abstract negativity in the life of the
worker is objectively the most typical manifestation ofreification,
it is the constitutive type of capitalist socialisation. But for this
very reason it is also subjectively the point at which this structure
is raised to consciousness and where it can be breached in practice.
As Marx says: "Labour ••• is no longer grown together with the
individual into one particular determination" ;32 once the false
manifestations of this unmediated existence are abolished, the
true existence of the proletariat as a class will begin.
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It could easily appear at this point that the whole process is
nothing more than the 'inevitable' consequence of concentrating
masses of workers in large factories, of mechanising and standard
ising the processes of work and levelling down the standard of
living. It is therefore of vital importance to see the truth concealed
behind this deceptively one-sided picture. There is no doubt that
the factors mentioned above are the indispensable precondition for
the emergence of the proletariat as a class. Without them the pro
letariat would never have become a class and if they had not been
continually intensified-by the natural workings of capitalism
it would never have developed into the decisive factor in human
history.
Despite this it can be claimed without self-contradiction that
we are not concerned here with an unmediated relation. What is
unmediated is the fact that, in the words of the Communist Manifesto,
"these labourers, who must sell themselves piecemeal, are a com
modity, like every other article of commerce". And the fact that
this commodity is able to become aware of its existence as a com
modity does not suffice to eliminate the problem. For the un
mediated consciousness of the commodity is, in conformity with
the simple form in which it'manifests itself, precisely an aware
ness of abstract isolation and of the merely abstract relationship
external to consciousness-to those factors that create it socially.
I do not wish to enter here into a discussion of the conflict between
the (immediate) interests of the individual and the (mediated)
interests of the class that have been arrived at through experience
and knowledge; nor shall I discuss the conflict between immediate
and momentary interests as opposed to general long-term interests.
It is self-evident that immediacy must be abandoned at this
point. If the attempt is made to attribute an immediate form of
existence to class consciousness, it is not possible to avoid lapsing
into mythology: the result will be a mysterious species-con
sciousness (as enigmatic as the 'spirits of the nations' in Hegel)
whose relation to and impact upon the individual consciousness is
wholly incomprehensible. It is then made even more incompre
hensible by a mechanical and naturalistic psychology and finally
appears as a demiurge governing historical movement. 33
On the other hand, the growing class consciousness that has
been brought into being through the awareness of a common
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situation and common interests is by no means confined to the
working class. The unique element in its situation is that its sur
passing of immediacy represents an aspiration towards society in its
to~ality regardless of whether this aspiration remains conscious or
whether it remains unconscious for the moment. This is the reason
why its logic does not permit it to remain stationary at a relatively
higher stage of immediacy but forces it to persev~re in an uninter
rupted movement towards this totality, i.e. to persist in the dialec
tical process by which immediacies are constantly annulled and
transcended. Marx recognised this aspect of proletarian class
consciousness very early on. In his comments on the revolt of the
Silesian weavers he lays emphasis on its "conscious and theoretical
character".34 He sees in the 'Song of the Weavers' a "bold battle
cry which does not even mention the hearth, factory or district
but in which the proletariat immediately proclaims its opposition
to private property in a forceful, sharp, ruthless and violent
manner". Their action revealed their "superior nature" for
"whereas every other movement turned initially only against the
industrialist, the visible enemy, this one attacked also the hidden
enemy, namely the banker."
We would fail to do justice to the theoretical significance of
this view if we were to see in the attitude that Marx-rightly or
wrongly-attributes to the Silesian weavers nothing more than
their ability to see further than their noses and to give weight to
considerations whether spatial or conceptual that were rather
more remote. For this is something that can be said in varying
degrees of almost every class in history. What is crucial is how
to interpret the connection between these remoter factors and
the structure of the objects immediately relevant to action. We
must understand the importance of this remoteness for the con
sciousness of those initiating the action and for its relation to the
existing state of affairs. And it is here that the differences between
the standpoints of the bourgeoisie and the proletariat are thrown
sharply into relief.
In bourgeois thought these remoter factors are simply incor
porated into the rational calculation. They are conceived of as
being similar to the factors that are within easy reach and which
can be rationalised and quantified. The view that things as they
appear can be accounted for by 'natural laws' of society is,
according to Marx, both the highpoint and the 'insuperable
barrier' of bourgeois thought. The notion of the laws of society
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Wldergoes changes in the course of history and this is due to the
fact that it originally represented the principle of the overthrow
of (feudal) reality. Later on, while preserving the same structure,
it became the principle for conserving (bourgeois) reality. How
ever, even the initial revolutionary movement was unconscious
from a social point of view.
For the proletariat, however, this ability to go beyond the
immediate in search of the 'remoter' factors means the transforma
tion of the objective nature of the objects of action. At first sight it appears
as if the more immediate objects are no less subject to this trans
formation than the remote ones. It soon becomes apparent, how
ever, that in their case the transformation is even more visible
and striking. For the change lies on the one hand in the practical
interaction of the awakening consciousness and the objects from
which it is born and of which it is the consciousness. And on the
other hand, the change means that the objects that are viewed
here as aspects of the development of society, i.e. of the dialectical
totality become fluid: they become parts of a process. And as the
innermost kernel of this movement is praxis, its point of departure
is of necessity that of action; it holds the immediate objects of
action firmly and decisively in its grip so as to bring about their
total, structural transformation and thus the movement of the
whole gets under way.
.
The category of totality begins to have an effect long before
the whole multiplicity of objects can be illuminated by it. It
operates by ensuring that actions which seem to confine themselves
to particular objects, in both content and consciousness, yet
preserve an aspiration towards the totality, that is to say: action
is directed objectively towards a transformation of totality.
We pointed out earlier in the context of a purely methodological
discussion, that the various aspects and elements ofthe dialectical
method contain the structure of the whole; we see the same thing
here in a more concrete form, a form more closely orientated to
wards action. As history is essentially dialectical, this view of the
way reality changes can be confirmed at every decisive moment
of transition. Long before men become conscious of the decline
of a particular economic system and the social and juridical
forms associated with it, its contradictions are fully revealed in
the objects of its day-to-day actions.
When, for example, the theory and practice of tragedy from
Aristotle to the age of Corneille, regard family conflicts as provid
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ing the most fruitful subject-matter for tragedy, we glimpse lying
behind this view-ignoring its technical merits such as concentra
tion-the feeling that the great changes in society are being re
vealed here with a sensuous, practical vividness. This enables their
contours to be drawn clearly whereas it is subjectively and objec
tively impossible to grasp their essence, to understand their origins
and their place in the whole process. Thus an Aeschylus3li or a
Shakespeare draw pictures offamily life that provide us with
penetrating and authentic portraits of the social upheavals of
their age that it is only now, with the aid of historical materialism,
that it has become at all possible for theory to do justice to these
artistic insights.
The place in society and hence the viewpoint of the proletariat
goes further than the example just cited in one vital qualitative
way. The uniqueness of capitalism is to be seen precisely in its
abolition of all 'natural barriers' and its transformation of all
relations between human beings into purely social relations. 36
Bourgeois thought, however, remains enmeshed in fetishistic
categories and in consequence the products of human relations
become ossified, with the result that such thought trails behind
objective developments. The abstract, rational categories of
reflection which constitute the objectively immediate expression
of this-the first-socialisation of the whole of human society,
appear in the eyes of the bourgeoisie as something ultimate and
indestructible. (For this reason bourgeois thought remains
always in an unmediated relation to such categories.) The pro
letariat, however, stands at the focal point of this socialising pro
cess. On the one hand, this transformation of labour into a
commodity removes every 'human' element from the immediate
existence of the proletariat, on the other hand the same develop
ment progressively eliminates everything 'organic', every direct
link with nature from the forms of society so that socialised man
can stand revealed in an objectivity remote from or even opposed
to humanity. It is just in this objectification, in this rational
isation and reification of all social forms that we see clearly for the
first time how society is constructed from the relations of men
with each other.
But we can see this only if we also remember that these human
interrelations are, in Engels' words, "bound to objects" and that
they "appear as objects", only if we do not forget for a single
moment that these human interrelations are not direct relations
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between one man and the next. They are instead typical relations
mediated by the objective laws of the process of production in
such a way that these 'laws' necessarily become the forms in which
human relations are directly manifested.
From this it follows, firstly, that man, who is the foundation
and the core of all reified relations, can only be discovered by
abolishing the immediacy of those relations. It is always neces
sary, therefore, to begin from this immediacy and from these
reified laws. Secondly, these manifestations are by no means
merely modes of thought, they are the forms in which contem
porary bourgeois society is objectified. Their abolition, if it is to be
a true abolition, cannot simply be the result of thought alone, it
must also amount to their practical abolition as the actual forms oj
social life. Every kind of knowledge that aspires to remain pure
knowledge is doomed to end up granting recognition to these
forms once
Thirdly, this praxis cannot be divorced from
knowledge. A praxis which envisages a genuine transformation
of these forms can only start to be effective if it intends to think
out the process immanent in these forms to its logical conclusion,
to become conscious of it and to make it conscious. "Dialectics",
Hegel says, "is this immanent process of transcendence, in the
course of which the one-sidedness and the limitation of the
determinants of the understanding shows itself to be what it really
is, namely their negation."37
The great advance over Hegel made by the scientific standpoint
of the proletariat as embodied in Marxism lay in its refusal to see
in the categories of reflection a 'permanent' stage of hUman
knowledge and in its insistence that they were the necessary mould
both of thought and of life in bourgeois society, in the reifica
tion of thought and life. With this came the discovery of dialectics
in history itself. Hence dialectics is not imported into history from
outside, nor is it interpreted in the light of history (as often occurs
in Hegel), but is derived from history made conscious as its logical
manifestation at this particular point in its development.
Fourthly, it is the proletariat that embodies this process of con
sciousness. Since its consciousness appears as the immanent prod
uct of the historical dialectic, it likewise appears to be dialectical.
That is to say, this consciousness is nothing but the expression of
historical necessity. The proletariat "has no ideals to realise".
When its consciousness is put into practice it can only breathe life
into the things which the dialectics ofhistory have forced to a. crisis;
H
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it can never 'in practice' ignore the course of history, forcing on it
what are no more than its own desires or knowledge. For it is
itself nothing but the contradictions of history that have become
conscious. On the other hand, however, a dialectical necessity is
far from being the same thing as a mechanical, causal necessity.
Marx goes on to say, following the passage already quoted: The
working class "has only to liberate (my italics) the elements of the
new society that have already grown within the womb of the
disintegrating society of the bourgeoisie".
In addition to the mere contradiction-the automatic product
of capitalism-a new element is required: the consciousness of the
proletariat must become deed. But as the mere contradiction is
raised to a consciously dialectical contradiction, as the act of
becOIning conscious turns into a point of transition in practice, we
see once more in greater concreteness the character of proletarian
dialectics as we have often described it: namely, since conscious
ness here is not the knowledge of an opposed object but is the self..
consciousness of the object the act of consciousness overthrows the

objective form

of its object.

Only with this consciousness do we see the emergence of that
profound irrationality that lurks behind the particular rationalis
tic disciplines of bourgeois society. This irrationality appears
normally as an eruption, a cataclysm, and for that very reason
it fails to alter the form and the arrangement of the objects on the
surface. This situation, too, can be seen most easily in the simple
events of everyday. The problem oflabour-time has already been
mentioned but only from the standpoint of the worker, where it
was seen as the moment at which his consciousness emerges as the
consciousness of the commodity (i.e. of the substantive core of
bourgeois society). The instant that this consciousness arises and
goes beyond what is immediately given we find in concentrated
form the basic issue of the class struggle: the problem offorce. For
this is the point where the 'eternal laws' of capitalist economics
fail and become dialectical and are thus compelled to yield up the
decisions regarding the fate of history to the conscious actions of
men. Marx elaborates this thought as follows: "We see then, that,
apart from extremely elastic bounds, the nature of the exchange
of commodities itself imposes no limit to the working day, no
limit to surplus-labour. The capitalist maintains his right as a
purchaSer when he tries to make the working day as long as pos
sible, and to make, whenever possible, two working days out of
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one. On the other hand, the peculiar nature of the commodity
sold implies a limit to its consumption by the purchaser, and the
labourer maintains his right as seller when he wishes to reduce the
working day to one of definite normal duration. There is here,
therefore, an antinomy, right against right, both equally bearing
the seal of the law ofexchanges. Between equal rights force decides.
Hence it is that in the history of capitalist production, the deter
mination of what is a working day, presents itself as the result ofa
struggle, a struggle between collective capital, i.e. the class of
capitalists, and collective labour, i.e. the working class."s8
But here, too, we must emphasise that force, which appears here
concretely as the point at which capitalist rationalism becomes
irrational, at which its laws fail to function, means something
quite different for the bourgeoisie and for the proletariat. For
the former, force is simply the continuation of its daily reality:
it is true that it is no novelty but at the same time and for that very
reason it is not able to resolve any single one of the contradictions
the bourgeoisie has created itseI£: For the latter, on the other hand,
its use, its efficacy, its potentiality and its intensity depend upon
the degree to which the immediacy of the given has been over
come. No doubt, the fact that it is possible to go beyond the given,
the fact that this consciousIl,ess is so great and so profound is itself
a product of history. But what is historically possible cannot be
achieved simply by a straightforward progression of the imme
diately given (with its 'laws'), but only by a consciousness of the
whole of society acquired through manifold mediations, and by a
clear aspiration to realise the dialectical tendencies ofhistory. And
the series of mediations may not conclude with unmediated con
templation: it must direct itself to the qualitatively new factors
arising from the dialectical contradictions: it must be a movement
of mediations advancing from the present to the future. 311
This in turn presupposes that the rigidly reified existence of the
objects of the social process will dissolve into mere illusion, that
the dialectic, which is self-contradictory, a logical absurdity as
long as there is talk of the change ofone 'thing' into another 'thing'
(or of one thing-like concept into another), should test itself on
every object. That is to say, its premise is that things should be
shown to be aspects of processes. With this we reach the limits of the
dialectics of the Ancients, the point at which they diverge from
materialist and historical dialectics. (Hegel, too, marks the point
of transition, i.e. he, too, combines elements of both views in a
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as commodity, as an immediate producer is at best a mechanical
driving wheel in the machine. But if the reification of capital is
dissolved into an unbroken process ofits production and reproduc
tion, it is possible for the proletariat to discover that it is itself the
suhject of this process even though it is in chains and is for the time
being unconscious of the fact. As soon, therefore, as the ready
made, immediate reality is abandoned the question arises: "Does
a worker in a cotton factory produce merely cotton textiles? No,
he produces capital. He produces values which serve afresh to
command his labour and by means of it to create new values."42

not fully clarified manner.) The dialectics of the Eleatic philoso
phers certainly lay bare the contradictions underlying movement
but the moving object is left unaffected. vVhether the arrow is
flying or at rest its objective nature as an arrow, as a thing
remains untouched amidst the dialectical turmoil. It may be the
case, as Heraclitus says, that one cannot step into the same river
twice; but as the eternal flux is and does not become, i.e. does not
bring forth anything qualitatively new, it is just a becoming that
confronts the rigid existence of the individual ohjects. As a theory
of the whole eternal becoming eternal being; behind stands
revealed as the flowing river stands an unchanging essence, even
though it may express itself in the incessant transformations of the
individualobjects.4o
Opposed to this is the Marxian dialectical process where the
objective forms of the objects are themselves transformed into a
process, a flux. Its revolutionary character appears quite clearly
in the simple process of the reproduction of capital. The simple
"repetition or continuity imbues the process with quite novel
characteristics or rather causes the disappearance ofsome apparent
characteristics which it possessed as an isolated discontinuous
process". For "quite apart from all accumulation, the mere con
tinuity of the process of production, in other words simple repro
duction, sooner or later, and of necessity, converts every capital
into accumulated capital, or capitalised surplus-value. Even if
that capital was originally acquired by the personal labour of its
employer, it sooner or later becomes value appropriated without
an equivalent, the unpaid labour of others materialised either in
money or in some other object."41
Thus the knowledge that social facts are not objects but rela
tions between men is intensified to the point where facts are
wholly dissolved into processes. But if their Being appears as a
Becoming this should not be construed as an abstract universal
flux sweeping past, it is no vacuous duree reelle but the unbroken
production and reproduction of those relations that, when torn
from their context and distorted by abstract mental categories,
can appear to bourgeois thinkers as things. Only at this point
does the consciousness of the proletariat elevate itself to the self
consciousness of society in its historical development. By becoming
aware of the commodity relationship the proletariat can only
become conscious of itself as the object ofthe economic process.
For the commodity is produced and even the worker in his quality

4
This throws an entirely new light on the problem of reality.
If, in Hegel's terms, Becoming now appears as the truth of Being,
and process as the truth about things, then this means that the
developing tendencies of history constitute a higher realiry than the em
pirical 'facts'. It is doubtless true that in capitalist society the past
dominates the present-as indeed we have shown elsewhere. 43
But this only means that there is an antagonistic process that is
not guided by a consciousness but is instead driven forward by
its own immanent, blind dynamic and that this process stands
revealed in all its immediate manifestations as the rule of the past
over the present, the rule of capital over labour. It follows that
any thinker who bases his thought on such ideas will be trapped .
in the frozen forms of the various stages. He will nevertheless
stand helpless when confronted by the enigmatic forces thrown
up by the course of events, and the actions open to him will never
be adequate to deal with this challenge.
This image of a frozen reality that nevertheless is caught up
in an unremitting, ghostly movement at once becomes meaning
ful when this reality is dissolved into the process of which man is
the driving force. This can be seen only from the standpoint of
the proletariat because the meaning of these tendencies is the
abolition of capitalism and so for the bourgeoisie to become con
scious of them would be tantamount to suicide. Moreover, the
'laws' of the reified reality of capitalism in which the bourgeoisie
is compelled to live are only able to prevail over the heads of
those who seem to be its active embodiments and agents. The
average profit rate is the paradigm of this situation. Its relation
to individual capitalists whose actions are determined by this
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unknown and unknowable force shows all the symptoms of
Hegel's 'ruse of reason'. The fact that these individual 'passions',
despite which these tendencies prevail, assume the form of the
most careful, farsighted and exact calculations does not affect
this conclusion in the least; on the contrary, it reinforces it still
further. For the fact that there exists the illusion of a rationalism
perfected in every detail-<lictated by class interests and hence
subjectively based-makes it even more evident that this rational
ism is unable to grasp the meaning of the overall process as it
really is. Moreover, the situation is not attenuated by the fact that
we are not confronted here by a unique event, a catastrophe, but
by the unbroken production and reproduction of the same rela
tion whose elements are converted into empirical facts and in
corporated in reified form in the web of rational calculation. It
only shows the strength of the dialectical antagonism controlling
the phenomena of capitalist society.
The conversion of social-democratic ideas into bourgeois ones
can always be seen at its clearest in the jettisoning of the dialec
tical method. As early as the Bernstein Debate it was clear that
the opportunists had to take their stand 'firmly on the facts' so
as to be able to ignore the general trends" or else to reduce them
to the status of a subjective, ethical imperative. In like fashion
the manifold Inisunderstandings in the debate on accumulation
should be seen as part of the same phenomenon. Rosa Luxemburg
was a genuine dialectician and so she realised that it was not
possible for a purely capitalist society to exist as a tendency of
history, as a tendency which inevitably determines the actions of
men-unbeknown to them-long before it had itself become
'fact'. Thus the econoInic impossibility of accumulation in a
purely capitalist society does not show itself by the 'cessation' of
capitalism once the last non-capitalist has been expropriated, but
by actions that force upon the capitalist class the awareness that
this (empirically still remote) state of affairs is on its way: actions
such as feverish colonialisation, disputes about territories provid
ing raw materials or markets, imperialism and world war. For
dialectical trends do not constitute an infinite progression that
gradually nears its goal in a series of quantitative stages. They
are rather expressed in terms of an unbroken qualitative revolution
in the structure of society (the composition of the classes, their
relative strengths, etc.) The ruling class of the moment attempts
to meet the challenge of these changes in the only way open to it,
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and on matters of detail it does appear to meet with some success.
But in reality the blind and unconscious measures that seem to it
to be so necessary simply hasten the course of events that destroy
it.
The difference between 'fact' and tendency has been brought
out on innumerable occasions by Marx and placed in the fore
ground of his studies. After all, the basic thought underlying his
magnum opus, the retranslation of economic objects from things
back into processes, into the changing relations between men,
rests on just this idea. But from this it follows further that the
question of theoretical priority, the location within the system
(i.e. whether original or derivative) of the particular forms of the
economic structure of society depends on their distance from this
retranslation. Upon this is based the prior importance of indus
trial capital over merchant capital, money-dealing capital, etc.
And this priority is expressed historically by the fact that these
derivative forms of capital, that do not themselves determine the
production process, are only capable of performing the negative
function of dissolving the original forms of production. However,
the question of "whither this process of dissolution will lead, in
other words, what new mode of production will replace the old,
does not depend on comll1erce, but on the character of the old
mode of production itself". 45
On the other hand, merely from the point of view of theory it
would appear that the 'laws governing these forms are in fact
only determined by the 'contingent' empirical movements of
supply and demand and that they are not the expression of any
universal social trend. As Marx points out in a discussion of
interest: "Competition does not, in this case, determine the devia
tions from the rule. There is rather no law of division except that
enforced by competition."46
In this theory of reality which allots a higher place to the pre
vailing trends of the total development than to the facts of the
empirical world, the antithesis we stressed when considering the
particular questions raised by Marxism (the antithesis between
movement and final goal, evolution and revolution, etc.) acquires
its authentic, concrete and scientific shape. For only this analysis
perInits us to investigate the concept of the 'fact' in a truly con
crete manner, i.e. in the social context in which it has its origin and
its existence. The direction to be taken by such an investigation
has been outlined elsewhere,47 although only with reference to
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the relation between the 'facts' and the concrete totality to which
they belong and in which they become 'real'.
But now it becomes quite clear that the social development and
its intellectual reflex that was led to form 'facts' from a reality
that had been undivided (originally, in its autochthonous state)
did indeed make it possible to subject nature to the will of man.
At the same time, however, they served to conceal the socio
historical grounding of these facts in relations between men "so
as to raise strange, phantom powers against them".48 For the
ossifying quality of reified thought with its tendency to oust the
process is exemplified even more clearly in the 'facts' than in the
'laws' that would order them. In the latter it is still possible to
detect a trace of human activity even though it often appears in a
reified and false subjectivity. But in the 'facts' we find the crystal
lisation of the essence of capitalist development into an ossified,
impenetrable thing alienated from man. And the form assumed
by this ossification and this alienation converts it into a founda
tion of reality and of philosophy that is perfectly self-evident and
immune from every doubt. When confronted by the rigidity of
these '£acts' every movement seems like a movement impinging on
them, while every tendency to change them appears to be a
merely subjective principle (a wish, a value judgement, an ought).
Thus only when the theoretical primacy of the 'facts' has been
broken, only when every phenomenon is recognised to he a process, will
it be understood that what we are wont to call 'facts' consists of
processes. Only then will it be understood that the facts are noth
ing but the parts, the aspects of the total process that have been
broken off, artificially isolated and ossified. This also explains
why the total process which is uncontaminated by any trace of
reification and which allows the process-like essence to prevail
in all its puriry should represent the authentic, higher reality. Of
course, it also becomes clear why in the reified thought of the
bourgeoisie the 'facts' have to play the part of its highest fetish
in both theory and practice. This petrified factuality in which
everything is frozen into a 'fixed magnitude', 49 in which the
reality that just happens to exist persists in a totally senseless,
unchanging way precludes an.y theory that could throw light on
even this immediate reality.
This takes reification to its ultimate extreme: it no longer
points dialectically to anything beyond itself: its dial€ctic is
mediated only be the reification of the immediate forms of pro-
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duction. But with that a climax is reached in the conflict be
tween existence in its immediacy together with the abstract
categories that constitute its thought, on the one hand, and a vital
societal reality on the other. For these forms (e.g. interest) appear
to capitalist thinkers as the fundamental ones that determine all
the others and serve as paradigms for them. And likewise, every
decisive turn of events in the production process must more or
less reveal that the true categorical structure of capitalism has
been turned completely upside down.
Thus bourgeois thought remains fixated on these forms Which
it believes to be immediate and original and from there it attempts
to seek an understanding of economics, blithely unaware that the
only phenomenon that has been formulated is its own inability to
comprehend its own social foundations. Whereas for the proletariat
the way is opened to a complete penetration of the forms ofreifica
tion. It achieves this by starting with what is dialectically the
clearest form (the immediate relation of capital and labour). It
then relates this to those forms that are more remote from the
production process and so includes and comprehends them, too,
in the dialectical totality. 50

5
Thus man has become the measure of all (societal) things. The
conceptual and historical foundation for this has been laid by the
methodological problems of economics: by dissolving the fetish
istic objects into processes that take place among men and are
objectified in concrete relations between them; by deriving the
indissoluble fetishistic forms from the primary forms of human
relations. At the conceptual level the structure of the world of
men stands revealed as a system ofdynamically changing relations
in which the conflicts between man and nature, man and man (in
the class struggle, etc.) are fought out. The structure and the
hierarchy ofthe categories are the index ofthe degree ofclarity to
which man has attained concerning the foundations of his exist.
ence in these relations, i.e. the degree of consciousness of himself.
At the same time this structure and this hierarchy are the
central theme of history. History is no longer an enigmatic flux
to which men and things are subjected. It is no longer a thing to
be explained by the intervention of transcendental powers or
made meaningful by reference to transcendental values. History
i

186

HISTORY AND CLASS CONSCIOUSNESS

REIFlCATION AND THE CONSCIOUSNESS OF THE PROLETARIAT

is, on the one hand, the product (albeit the unconscious one) of
man's own activity, on the other hand it is the succession of those
processes in which the forms taken by this activity and the
relations of man to himself (to nature, to other men) are over
thrown. So that if-as we emphasised earlier on-the categories
describing the structure of a social system are not immediately
historical, i.e. if the empirical succession of historical events does
not suffice to explain the origins of a particular form of thought or
existence, then it can be said that despite this, or better, because
of it, any such conceptual system will describe in its totality a
definite stage in the society as a whole.
And the nature of history is precisely that every definition
degenerates into an illusion: history is the history oj the unceasing
overthrow oj the objective forms that shape the life oj man. It is therefore
not possible to reach an understanding of particular forms by
studying their successive appearances in an empirical and histori
cal manner. This is not because they transcend history, though
this is and must be the bourgeois view with its addiction to think
ing about isolated 'facts' in isolated mental categories. The
truth is rather that these particular forms are not immediately
connected with each other either by their simultaneity or by their
consecutiveness. What connects them is their place and function
in the totality and by rejecting the idea of a 'purely historical'
explanation the notion of history as a universal discipline is
brought nearer. When the problem of connecting isolated pheno
mena has become a problem of categories, by the same dialectical
process every problem of categories becomes transformed into a
historical problem. Though it should be stressed: it is transformed
into a problem of universal history which now appears-more
clearly than in our introductory polemical remarks-simul
taneously as a problem of method and a problem of our know
ledge of the present.
From this standpoint alone does history really become a history
of mankind. For it contains nothing that does not lead back
ultimately to men and to the relations between men. It is because
Feuerbach gave this new direction to philosophy that he was able
to exercise such a decisive influence on the origins of historical
materialism. However, by transforming philosophy into 'anthro
pology' he caused man to become frozen in a fixed objectivity
and thus pushed both dialectics and history to one side. And
precisely this is the great danger in every 'humanism' or anthro-
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pological point of view. 51 For if man is made the measure of all
things, and if with the aid of that assumption all transcendence
is to be eliminated without man himself being measured against
this criterion, without applying the same 'standard' to himself or
-more exactly-without making man himself dialectical, then
man himself is made into an absolute and he simply puts himself
in the place of those transcendental forces he was supposed to
explain, dissolve and systematically replace. At best, then, a
dogmatic metaphysics is superseded by an equally dogmatic
relativism.
This dogmatism arises because the failure to make man
dialectical is complemented by an equal failure to make reality
dialectical. Hence relativism moves within an essentially static
world. As it cannot become conscious of the immobility of the
world and the rigidity of its own standpoint it inevitably reverts
to the dogmatic position of those thinkers who likewise offered to
explain the world from premises they did not consciously acknow
ledge and which, therefore, they adopted uncritically. For it is
one thing to relativise the truth about an individual or a species
in an ultimately static world (masked though this stasis may be by
an illusory movement like the "eternal recurrence of the same
things" or the biological or ~orphological 'organic' succession of
periods). And it is quite another matter when the concrete, historical
function and meaning of the various 'truths' is revealed within a
unique, concretised historical process. Only in the former case
can we accurately speak ofrelativism. But in that case it inevitably
becomes dogmatic. For it is only meaningful to speak of relativism
where an 'absolute' is in some sense assumed. The weakness and
the half-heartedness of such 'daring thinkers' as Nietzsche or
Spengler is that their relativism only abolishes the absolute in
appearance.
For, from the standpoint of both logic and method, the 'systema.
tic location' of the absolute is to be found just where the apparent
movement stops. The absolute is nothing but the fixation of
thought, it is the projection into myth of the intellectual failure to
understand reality concretely as a historical process. Just as the
relativists have only appeared to dissolve the world into move
ment, so too they have only appeared to exile the absolute
from their systems. Every 'biological' relativism, etc., that turns
its limits into 'eternal' limits thereby involuntarily reintroduces
the absolute, the 'timeless' principle of thought. And as long as
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the absolute survives in a system (even unconsciously) it will
prove logically stronger than all attempts at relativism. For it
represents the highest principle of thought attainable in an
undialectical universe, in a world of ossified things and a logical
world of ossified concepts. So that here both logicallY and methodo
logicallY Socrates must be in the right as against the sophists, and
logic and value theory must be in the right as against pragmatism
and relativism.
What these relativists are doing is to take the present philosophy
of man with its social and historical limits and to allow these to
ossify into an 'eternal' limit of a biological or pragmatic sort.
Actuated either by doubt or despair they thus stand revealed as
a decadent version of the very rationalism or religiosity they mean to
oppose. Hence they may sometimes be a not unimportant symptom
of the inner weakness of the society which produced the rational
ism they are 'combating'. But they are significant only as symp
toms. It is always the culture they assail, the culture of the class
that has not yet been broken, that embodies the authentic spiritual
values.
Only the dialectics of history can create a radically new situa
tion. This is not only because it relativises all limits, or better,
because it puts them in a state of flux. Nor is it just because all
those forms of existence that constitute the counterpart of the
absolute are dissolved into processes and viewed as concrete
manifestations of history so that the absolute is not so much denied
as endowed with its concrete historical shape and treated as an aspect of
the process itself.
But, in addition to these factors, it is also true that the historical
process is something unique and its dialectical advances and
reverses are an incessant struggle to reach higher stages of the
truth and of the (societal) self-knowledge of man. The 'relativisa
tion' of truth in Hegel means that the higher factor is always the
truth of the factor beneath it in the system. This does not imply
the destruction of 'objective' truth at the lower stages but only
that it means something different as a result of being integrated in
a more concrete and comprehensive totality. When Marx makes
dialectics the essence of history, the movement of thought also be
comes just a part of the overall movement of history. History
becomes the history of the objective forms from which man's
environment and inner world are constructed and which he
strives to master in thought, action and art, etc. (Whereas
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relativism always works with rigid and immutable objective
forms.)
In the period of the "pre-history of human society" and of the
struggles between classes the only possible function of truth is to
establish the various possible attitudes to an essentially uncom
prehended world in accordance with man's needs in the struggle
to master his environment. Truth could only achieve an 'objec
tivity' relative to the standpoint of the individual classes and the
objective realities corresponding to it. But as soon as mankind
has clearly understood and hence restructured the foundations of its
existence truth acquires a wholly novel aspect. When theory and
practice are united it becomes possible to change reality and
when this happens the absolute and its 'relativistic' counterpart
will have played their historical role for the last time. For as the
result of these changes we shall see the disappearance of that
reality which the absolute and the relative expressed in like manner.
This process begins when the proletariat becomes conscious of
its own class point of view. Hence it is highly misleading to de
scribe dialectical materialism as 'relativism'. For although they
share a common premise: man as the measure of all things, they
each give it a different and even contradictory interpretation.
The beginning of a 'materi<l!ist anthropology' in Feuerbach is in
fact only a beginning and one that is in itself capable of a number
ofcontinuations. Marx took up Feuerbach's suggestion and thought
it out to its logical conclusion. In the process he takes issue very
sharply with Hegel: "Hegel makes of man a man ofself-conscious
ness instead of making self-consciousness the self-consciousness of
man, i.e. of real man as he lives in the real world of objects by
which he is conditioned."Ii:!
Simultaneously, however, and this is moreover at the time when
he was most under the influence of Feuerbach, he sees man
historically and dialectically, and both are to be understood in
a double sense. (1) He never speaks of man in general, of an
abstractly absolutised man: he always thinks of him as a link in
a concrete totality, in a society. The latter must be explained
from the standpoint of man but only after man has himself been
integrated in the concrete totality and has himself been made
truly concrete. (2) Man himself is the objective foundation of the
historical dialectic and the subject-object lying at its roots, and
as such he is decisively involved in the dialectical process. To
formulate it in the initial abstract categories of dialectics: he both
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is and at the same time is not. Religion, Marx says, in the Critique of
Hegel's Philosoplry of Right, "is the realisation in phantasy of the
essence of man because the essence of man does not possess a1V' true
realitp."63 And as this non-existent man is to be made the measure
of all things, the true demiurge of history, his non-being must
at once become the concrete and historically dialectical form of
critical knowledge of the present in which man is necessarily con
demned to non-existence. The negation of his being becomes con
cretised, then, in the understanding of bourgeois society. At the
same time--as we have already seen-the dialectics of bourgeois
society and the contradictions of its abstract categories stand
out clearly when measured against the nature of man. Follow
ing the criticism of Hegel's theory of consciousness we have
just quoted, Marx announces his own programme in these terms:
"It must be shown how the state and private property, etc.,
transform men into abstractions, or that they are the products of
abstract man instead of being the reality of individual, concrete
men." And the fact that in later years Marx adhered to this view
of the abstract non-existence of man can be seen from the well
known and oft-quoted words from the Preface to the Critique of
Political Economy in which bourgeois society is described as the
last manifestation of the "pre-history of human society".
It is here that Marx's 'humanism' diverges most sharply from
all the movements that seem so similar to it at first glance. Others
have often recognised and described how capitalism violates and
destroys everything human. I need refer only to Carlyle's Past and
Present whose descriptive sections received the approval and in
part the enthusiastic admiration of the young Engels. In such
accounts it is shown, on the one hand, that it is not possible to be
human in bourgeois society, and, on the other hand, that man as
he exists is opposed without mediation-or what amounts to the
same thing, through the mediations of metaphysics and myth
to this non-existence of the human (whether this is thought of as
something in the past, the future or merely an imperative).
But this does no more than present the problem in a confused
form and certainly does not point the way to a solution. The
solution can only be discovered by seeing these two aspects as
they appear in the concrete and real process of capitalist develop
ment, namely inextricably bound up with one another: i.e. the
categories of dialectics must be applied to man as the measure of
all things in a manner that also includes simultaneously a com-
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plete description of the economic structure of bourgeois society
and a correct knowledge of the present. For otherwise, any
description will inevitably succumb to the dilemmas ofempiricism
and utopianism, of voluntarism and fatalism, even though it may
give an accurate account of matters of detail. At best it will not
advance beyond crude facticity on the one hand, while on the
other it will confront the immanent course of history with alien
and hence subjective and arbitrary demands.
This is without exception the fate that has befallen all those
systems that start with man as their premise and strive in theory
to solve the problems of his existence while in practice they seek
to liberate him from them. This duality can be seen in all attempts
of the type of the Christianity of the Gospels. Society as it actually
exists is left unscathed. It makes no difference whether this takes
the form of "giving to Caesar the things which are Caesar's", of
Luther's sanctification of the powers that be, or of Tolstoy's
"resist not evil". For as long as society, as it is, is to be declared
sacrosanct it is immaterial with what emotional force or what
metaphysical and religious emphasis this is done. What is crucial
is that reality as it seems to be should be thought of as something
man cannot change and its unchangeability should have the force
of a moral imperative.
There are two aspects o(the utopian counterpart to this on
tology. The first is seen in God's annihilation of empirical reality
in the Apocalypse, which can on occasion be absent (as with
Tolstoy) without materially affecting the situation. The second
lies in the utopian view of man as a 'saint' who can achieve an
inner mastery over the external reality that cannot be eliminated.
As long as such a view survives with all its original starkness its
claims to offer a 'humanistic' solution to man's problems are
self-refuting. For it is forced to deny humanity to the vast majority
of mankind and to exclude them from the 'redemption' which
alone confers meaning upon a life which is meaningless on the
level of empirical experience. In so doing it reproduces the in
humanity of class society on a metaphysical and religious plane,
in the next world, in eternity-of course with the signs reversed,
with altered criteria and with the class structure stood on its head.
And the most elementary study of any monastic order as it advances
from a community of 'saints' to the point where it becomes an
economic and political power at the side of the ruling class will
make it abundantly clear that every relaxation of the utopian's
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requirements will mean an act of adaptation to the society of the
day.
But the 'revolutionary' utopianism of such views cannot break
out of the inner limits set to this undialectical 'humanism'. Even
the Anabaptists and similar sects preserve this duality. On the
one hand, they leave the objective structure of man's empirical
existence unimpaired (consumption communism), while on the
other hand they expect that reality will be changed by awakening
man's inwardness which, independent of his concrete historical
life, has existed since time immemorial and must now be brought
to life-perhaps through the intervention ofa transcendental deity.
They, too, start from the assumption of man as he exists and an
empirical world whose structure is unalterable. That this is the
consequence of their historical situation is self-evident, but needs
no further discussion in this context. It was necessary to emphasise
it only because it is no accident that it was the revolutionary
religiosity of the sects that supplied the ideology for capitalism in
its purest forms (in England and America). For the union of an
inwardness, purified to the point of total abstraction and stripped
of all traces of flesh and blood, with a transcendental philosophy
of history does indeed correspond to the basic ideological struc
ture of capitalism. It could even be maintained that the equally
revolutionary Calvinist union of an ethics in which man has to
prove himself (interiorised asceticism) with a thorough-going
transcendentalism with regard to the objective forces that move
the world and control the fate of man (deus absconditus and pre
destination) contain the bourgeois reified consciousness with its
things-in-themselves in a mythologised but yet quite pure state. 54
In the actively revolutionary sects the elemental vigour of a
Thomas MUnzer seems at first glance to obscure the irreducible
quality and unsynthesised amalgam of the empirical and the
utopian. But closer inspection of the way in which the religious
and utopian premises of the theory concretelY impinge upon MUnzer's
actions will reveal the same 'dark and empty chasm', the same
'hiatus irrationalis' between theory and practice that is every
where apparent where a subjective and hence undialectical utopia
directly assaults historical reality with the intention of changing
it. Real actions then appear-precisely in their objective, revolu
tionary sense-wholly independent of the religious utopia: the
latter can neither lead them in any real sense, nor can it offer
concrete objectives or concrete proposals for their realisation.
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When Ernst Bloch claims 55 that this union of religion with
socio-economic revolution points the way to a deepening of the
'merely economic' outlook of historical materialism, he fails to
notice that his deepening simply by-passes the real depth of
historical materialism. When he then conceives of economics as a
concern with objective things to which soul and inwardness are
to be opposed, he overlooks the fact that the real social revolution
can only mean the restructuring of the real and concrete life of
man. He does not see that what is known as economics is nothing
but the system of forms objectively defining this real life. The
revolutionary sects were forced to evade this problem because
in their historical situation such a restructuring oflife and even of
the definition of the problem was objectively impossible. But it
will not do to fasten upon their weakness, their inability to dis
cover the Archimedeari point from which the whole of reality
can be overthrown, and their predicament which forces them to
aim too high or too low and to see in these things a sign of greater
depth.
The individual can never become the measure of all things.
For when the individual confronts objective reality he is faced by
a complex of ready-made and unalterable objects which allow
him only the subjective resppnses of recognition or rejection. Only
the class can relate to the whole of reality in a practical revolu
tionary way. (The 'species' cannot do this as it is no more than
an individual that has been mythologised and stylised in a spirit of
contemplation.) And the class, too, can only manage it when it
can see through the reified objectivity of the given world to the
process that is also its own fate. For the individual, reification and
hence determinism (determinism being the idea that things are
necessarily connected) are irremovable. Every attempt to achieve
'freedom' from such premises must fail, for 'inner freedom' pre
supposes that the world cannot be changed. Hence, too, the
cleavage of the ego into 'is' and 'ought', into the intelligible and
the empirical ego, is unable to serve as the foundation for a dia
lectical process of becoming, even for the individual subject. The
problem of the external world and with it the structure of the
external world (of things) is referred to the category ofthe empiri
cal ego. Psychologically and physiologically the latter is subject
to the same deterministic laws as apply to the external world in
the narrow sense. The intelligible ego becomes a transcendental
idea (regardless of whether it is viewed as a metaphysical existent
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or an ideal to be realised). It is of the essence of this idea that it
should preclude a dialectical interaction with the empirical com~
ponents of the ego and afortiori the possibility that the intelligible
ego should recognise itself in the empirical ego. The impact of
such an idea upon the empirical reality corresponding to it pro
duces the same riddle that we described earlier in the relation
ship between 'is' and 'ought'.
This discovery makes it quite clear why all such views must
end in mysticism and conceptual mythologies. Mythologies are
always born where two terminal points, or at least two stages in a
movement, have to be regarded as terminal points without its
being possible to discover any concrete mediation between them
and the movement. This is equally true of movements in the
empirical world and of indirectly mediated movements of thought
designed to encompass the totality. This failure almost always has
the appearance of involving simultaneously the unbridgeable dis
tance between the movement and the thing moved, between
movement and mover, and between mover and thing moved.
But mythology inevitably adopts the structure of the problem
whose opacity had been the cause of its own birth. This insight
confirms once again the value of Feuerbach's 'anthropological'
criticism.
And thus there arises what at first sight seems to be the para
doxical situation that this projected, mythological world seems
closer to consciousness than does the immediate reality. But the
paradox dissolves as soon as we remind ourselves that we must
abandon the standpoint of immediacy and solve the problem if
immediate reality is to be mastered in truth. Whereas mythology
is simply tke reproduction in imagination of the problem in its insolubiliV.
Thus immediacy is merely reinstated on a higher level. The desert
beyond God which, according to Master Eckhart, the soul must
seek in order to find the deity is nearer to the isolated individual
soul than is its concrete existence within the concrete totality of
a human society which from this background must be indiscern
ible even in its general outlines. Thus for reified man a robust
causal determinism is more accessible than those mediations that
could lead him out of his reified existence. But to posit the indi
vidual man as the measure of all things is to lead thought into the
labyrinths of mythology.
Of course, 'indeterminism' does not lead to a way out of the
difficulty for the individual. The indeterminism of the modern
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pragmatists was in origin nothing but the acquisition of that
margin of 'freedom' that the conflicting claims and irrationality of
the reified laws can offer the individual in capitalist society. It
ultimately turns into a mystique of intuition which leaves the
fatalism of the external reified world even more intact than
before. Jacobi had rebelled in the name of 'humanism' against
the tyranny of the 'law' in Kant and Fichte, he demanded that
"laws should be made for the sake of man, not man for the sake of
the law". But we can see that where Kant had left the established
order untouched in the name of rationalism, Jacobi did no more
than offer to glorify the same empirical, merely existing reality in
the spirit of irrationalism. 66
Even worse, having failed to perceive that man in his negative
immediacy was a moment in a dialectical process, such a philo
sophy, when consciously directed toward the restructuring of
society, is forced to distort the social reality in order to discover
the positive side, man as he exists, in one of its manifestations. In
support of this we may cite as a typical illustration the well-known
passage in Lassalle's Bastiat-Schulze: "There is no soda! wqy that
leads out ofthis social situation. The vain efforts of things to behave
like human beings can be seen in the English strikes whose melan
choly outcome is familiar enpugh. The only way out for the workers
is to be found in that sphere within which they can still be human
beings, i.e. in the state. Hence the instinctive but infinite hatred
which the liberal bourgeoisie bears the concept of the state in its
every manifestation."s7
It is not our concern here to pillory Lassalle for his material
and historical misconceptions. But it is important to establish that
the abstract and absolute separation ofthe state from the economy
and the rigid division between man as thing on the one hand and
man as man on the other, is not without consequences. (1) It is
responsible for the birth of a fatalism that cannot escape from
immediate empirical facticity (we should think here of Lassalle's
Iron Law of Wages). And (2) the 'idea' of the state is divorced
from the development of capitalism and is credited with a com
pletely utopian function, wholly alien to its concrete character.
And this means that every path leading to a change in this reality
is systematically blocked. Already the mechanical separation
between economics and politics precludes any really effective
action encompassing society in its totality, for this itself is based on
the mutual interaction of both these factors. For a fatalism in
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economics would prohibit any thorough-going economic measure,
while a state utopianism would either await a miracle or else
pursue a policy of adventurous illusions.
This disintegration of a dialectical, practical unity into an
inorganic aggregate of the empirical and the utopian, a clinging
to the 'facts' (in their untranscended immediacy) and a faith in
illusions as alien to the past as to the present is characteristic in
increasing measure of the development of social democracy. We
have only to consider it in the light of our systematic analysis of
reification in order to establish that such a posture conceals a
total capitulation before the bourgeoisie-and this notwithstand
ing the apparent 'socialism' of its policies. For it is wholly within
the .class interests of the bourgeoisie to separate the individual
spheres of society from one another and to fragment the existence
of men correspondingly. Above all we find, justified in different
terms but essential to social democracy nevertheless, this very
dualism of economic fatalism and ethical utopianism as applied
to the 'human' functions of the state. It means inevitably that the
proletariat will be drawn on to the territory of the bourgeoisie
and naturally the bourgeoisie will maintain its superiority. 58
The danger to which the proletariat has been exposed since its
appearance on the historical stage was that it might remain
imprisoned in its immediacy together with the bourgeoisie. With
the growth of social democracy this threat acquired a real political
organisation which artificially cancels out the mediations so
laboriously won and forces the proletariat back into its immediate
existence where it is merely a component of capitalist society and
not at the same time the motor that drives it to its doom and destruc
tion. Thus the proletariat submits to the 'laws' of bourgeois society
either in a spirit of supine fatalism (e.g. towards the natural laws
of production) or else in a spirit of 'moral' affirmation (the state
as an ideal, a cultural positive). It is doubtless true that these
'laws' are part of an objective dialectic inaccessible to the reified
consciousness and as such lead to the downfall of capitalism. 59
But as long as capitalism survives, such a view of society corre
sponds to the elementary class interests of the bourgeoisie. It
derives every practical advantage from revealing aspects of the
structure ofimmediate existence (regardless ofhow many insoluble
problems may be concealed behind these abstract reflected forms)
while veiling the overall unified dialectical structure.
On this territory, social democracy must inevitably remain in
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the weaker position. This is not just because it renounces ofits own
free will the historical mission of the proletariat to point to the
way out of the problems of capitalism that the bourgeoisie cannot
solve, nor is it because it looks on fatalistically as the 'laws' of capi
talism drift towards the abyss. But social democracy must concede
defeat on every particular issue also. For when confronted by the
overwhelming resources of knowledge, culture and routine which
the bourgeoisie undoubtedly possesses and will continue to possess
as long as it remains the ruling class, the only effective superiority
of the proletariat, its only decisive weapon is its ability to see the
social totality as a concrete historical totality; to see the reified
forms as processes between men; to see the immanent meaning of
history that only appears negatively in the contradictions of
abstract forms, to raise its positive side to consciousness and to put
it into practice. With the ideology of social democracy the prole
tariat falls victim to all the antinomies of reification that we have
hitherto analysed in such detail. The important role increasingly
played in this ideology by 'man' as a value, an ideal, an imperative,
accompanied, of course, by a growing 'insight' into the necessity
and logic of the actual economic process, is only one symptom of
this relapse into the reified immediacy of the bourgeoisie. For the
unmediated juxtaposition Qf natural laws and imperatives is the
logical expression of immediate societal existence in bourgeois
society.
6

Reification is, then, the necessary, immediate reality of every
person living in capitalist society. It can be overcome only by
constant and constantly renewed ifforts to disrupt the reijied structure qf
existence by concretely relating to the concretely maniflsted contradictions
of the total development, by becoming conscious qf the immant!nt meanings
qf these contradictions for the total development. But it must be empha
sided that (1) the structure can be disrupted only ifthe immanent
contradictions of the process are made conscious. Only' when the
consciousness of the proletariat is able to point out the road along
which the dialectics of history is objectively impelled, but which
it cannot travel unaided, will the consciousness of the proletariat
awaken to a consciousness of the process, and only then will the
proletariat become the identical subject-object of history whose
praxis will change reality. If the proletariat fails to take this step
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proletariat into a class: the process by which its class consciousness
. becomes real in practice. This gives a more concrete form to the
proposition that the proletariat is the identical subject-object of
the historical process, i.e. the first subject in history that is
(objectively) capable of an adequate social consciousness. It turns
out that the contradictions in which the antagonisms of the
mechanics of history are expressed are only capable of an objec
tive social solution in practice if the solution is at the same time a
new, practically-won consciousness on the part ofthe proletariat. 62
Whether an action is functionally right or wrong is decided ulti
mately by the evolution of proletarian class consciousness.
The eminently practical nature of this consciousness is to be
seen (4) in that an adequate, correct consciousness means a
change in its own objects, and in the first instance, in itself. In
Section II of this essay we discussed Kant's view of the onto
logical proof of God's existence, of the problem of existence and
thought, and we quoted his very logical argument to the effect
that if existence were a true predicate, then "I could not say that
precisely the object of my concept exists". Kant was being very
consistent when he denied this. At the same time it is clear that
from the standpoint of the proletariat the empirically given reality
of the objects does dissolve into processes and tendencies; this
process is no single, unrepeatable tearing of the veil that masks
the process but the unbroken alternation of ossification, contra
diction and movement; and thm: the proletariat represents the
true reality, namely the tendencies of history awakening into
consciousness. We must therefore conclude that Kant's seemingly
paradoxical statement is a precise description of what actually
follows from every functionally correct action of the proletariat.
This insight alone puts us in a position to see through the last
vestiges of the reification of consciousness and its intellectual
form, the problem of the thing-in-itself. Even Friedrich Engels
has put the matter in a form that may easily give rise to misunder
standings. In his account of what separates Marx and himself
from the school of Hegel, he says: "We comprehend the concepts
in our heads once more materialistically-as reflections of real
things instead of regarding the real things as reflections of this or
that stage of the absolute concept." 63
But this leaves a question to be asked and Engels not only asks
it but also answers it on the following page quite in agreement
with us. There he says: "that the world is not to be comprehended

the contradiction will remain unresolved and will be reproduced
by the dialectical mechanics of history at a higher level, in an
altered form and with increased intensity. It is in this that the
objective necessity of history consists. The deed of the proletariat
can never be more than to take the next step60 in the process.
Whether it is 'decisive' or 'episodic' depends on the concrete
circumstances, but in this context, where we are concerned with
our knowledge of the structure, it does not much matter as we
are talking about an unbroken process of such disruptions.
(2) Inseparable from this is the fact that the relation to totality
does not need to become explicit, the plenitude of the totality
does not need to be consciously integrated into the motives and
objects ofaction. What is crucial is that there should be an aspira
tion towards totality, that action should serve the purpose,
described above, in the totality of the process. Of course, with the
mounting capitalist socialisation of society it becomes increasingly
possible and hence necessary to integrate the content of each
specific event into the totality of contents. 61 (World economics
and world politics are much more immediate forms of existence
today than they were in Marx's time.) However, this does not in
the least contradict what we have maintained here, namely that
the decisive actions can involve an-apparently-trivial matter.
For here we can see in operation the truth that in the dialectical
totality the individual elements incorporate the structure of the
whole. This was made clear on the level of theory by the fact that
e.g. it was possible to gain an understanding of the whole ofbour
geois society from its commodity structure. We now see the same
state of affairs in practice, when the fate of a whole process of
development can depend on a decision in an-apparently
trivial matter.
Hence (3) when judging whether an action is right or wrong
it is essential to relate it to its function in the total process. Pro
letarian thought is practical thought and as such is strongly
pragmatic. "The proof of the pudding is in the eating," Engels
says, providing an idiomatic gloss on Marx's second Thesis on
Feuerbach: "The question whether human thinking can pretend
to objective truth is not a theoretical but a practical question.
Man must prove the truth, i.e. the reality and power, the 'this
sidedness' of his thinking in practice. The dispute over the reality
or non-reality of thinking that is isolated from practice is a purely
scholastic question." This pudding, however, is the making of the
i
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as a complex of ready-made things, but as a complex of processes".
But if there are no things, what is 'reflected' in thought? We
cannot hope to offer even an outline of the history of the 'reflec
tion theory' even though we could only unravel the full implica
tions of this problem with its aid. In the theory of 'reflection' we
find the theoretical embodiment of the duality of thought and
existence, consciousness and reality, that is so intractable to the
reified consciousness. And from that point rif view it is immaterial
whether things are to be regarded as reflections of concepts or
whether concepts are reflections ofthings. In both cases the duality
is firmly established.
Kant's grandiose and very cogent attempt to overcome this
duality by logic, his theory of the synthetic function of conscious
ness in the creation of the domain of theory could not arrive at
any philosophical solution to the question. For his duality was merely
banished from logic to reappear in perpetuity in the form of the
duality of phenomenon and the thing-in-itself. And in these terms
it remained an insoluble philosophical problem. The later history
of his theory shows how very unsatisfactory his solution was. To
see Kant's epistemology as scepticism and agnosticism is of course
a misunderstanding. But it is one that has at least one root in the
theory itself-not, be it admitted, in the logic but in the relation
between the logic and the metaphysics, in the relation between
thought and existence.
It must be clearly understood that every contemplative stance
and thus every kind of 'pure thought' that must undertake the
task of knowing an object outside itself raises the problem of
subjectivity and objectivity. The object of thought (as something
outside) becomes something alien to the subject. This raises the
problem of whether thought corresponds to the object I The
'purer' the cognitive character of thought becomes and the more
'critical' thought is, the more vast and impassable does the
abyss appear that yawns between the 'subjective' mode of thought
and the objectivity of the (existing) object. Now it is possible
as with Kant-to view the object of thought as something
'created' by the forms of thought. But this does not suffice to solve
the problem of existence, and Kant, by removing it from the
sphere of epistemology, creates this philosophical situation for
himself: even his excogitated objects must correspond to some
'reality' or other. But this reality is treated as a thing-in-itself and
placed outside the realm of that which can be known by the
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'critical' mind. It is with respect to this reality (which is the
authentic, the metaphysical reality for Kant, as his ethics shows)
that his position remains one of scepticism and agnosticism. This
remains true however unsceptical was the solution he found for
epistemological objectivity and the immanent theory of truth.
It is, therefore, no accident that it is from Kant that the various
agnostic trends have taken their cue (one has only to think of
Maimon or Schopenhauer). It is even less of an accident that
Kant himself was responsible for the reintroduction into pp.ilo
sophy of the principle that is most violently opposed to his own
synthetic principle of 'creation' (Erzeugung), namely the Platonic
theory of ideas. For this theory is the most extreme attempt to
rescue the objectivity of thought and its correspondence with its
object, without having to resort to empirical and material reality
to find a criterion for the correspondence.
Now it is evident that every consistent elaboration of the theory
of ideas requires a principle that both links thought with the
objects of the world of ideas and also connects these with the
objects of the empirical world (recollection, intellectual intuition,
etc.). But this in turn leads the theory ofthought to transce:q.d the
limits of thought itself: and it becomes psychology, metaphysics
or the history of philosophy. Thus instead of a solution to the
problem we are left with 'complexities that have been doubled
or tripled. And the problem remains without a solution. For the
insight that a correspondence or relationship of 'reflection' can
not in principle be established between heterogeneous objects is
. precisely the driving force behind every view of the type of the
Platonic theory of ideas. This undertakes to prove that the same
ultimate essence forms the core of the objects of thought as well
as of thought itself. Hegel gives an apt description of the basic
philosophical theme of the theory of recollection from this stand
point when he says that it provides a myth of man's fundamental
situation: "in him lies the truth and the only problem is to make
it conscious". 64 But how to prove this identity in thought and
existence of the ultimate substance ?-above all when it has been
shown that they are completely heterogeneous in the way in
which they present themselves to the intuitive, contemplative
mind? It becomes necessary to invoke metaphysics and with the
aid of its overt or concealed mythical mediations thought and
existence can once again be reunited. And this despite the fact
that their separation is not merely the starting-point of 'pure'
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thought but also a factor that constantly informs it whether it
likes it or not.
The situation is not improved in the slightest when the myth
ology is turned on its head and thought is deduced from empirical
material reality. Rickert once described materialism as an inverted
Platonism. And he was right in so doing. As long as thought and
existence persist in their old, rigid opposition, as long as their own
structure and the structure of their interconnections remain
unchanged, then the view that thought is a product of the brain
and hence must correspond to the objects of the empirical world
is just such a mythology as those of recollection and the world of
Platonic ideas. It is a mythology for it is incapable of explaining
the specific problems that arise here by reference to this principle.
It is forced to leave them unsolved, to solve them with the 'old'
methods and to reinstate the mythology as a key to the whole
unanalysed complex. 65 But as will already be clear, it is not pos
sible to eliminate the distinction by means of an infinite progres
sion. For that produces either a pseudo-solution or else the theory
of reflection simply reappears in a different guise. as
Historical thought perceives the correspondence of thought and
existence in their-immediate, but no more than immediate
rigid, reified structure. This is precisely the point at which non
dialectical thought is confronted by this insoluble problem. From
the fact of this rigid confrontation it follows (I) that thought and
(empirical) existence cannot reflect each other, but also (2) that
the critierion of correct thought can only be found in the realm of
reflection. As long as man adopts a stance of intuition and con
templation he can only relate to his own thought and to the
of the empirical world in an immediate way. He accepts
ready-made-produced by historical reality. As he wishes
to know the world and not to change it he is forced to accept
both the empirical, material rigidity of existence and the logical
rigidity ofconcepts as unchangeable. His mythological analyses are
not concerned with the concrete origins of this rigidity nor with
the real factors inherent in them that could lead to its elimination.
They are concerned solely to discover how the unchanged nature of
these data could be conjoined whilst leaving them unchanged and
how to explain them as such.
The solution proposed by Marx in his Theses on Feuerbach is to
transform philosophy into praxis. But, as we have seen, this praxis
has its objective and structural preconditions and complement
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in the view that reality is a "complex of processes". That is to
say, in the view that the movements of history represent the true
reality; not indeed a transcendental one, but at all events a
higher one than that of the rigid, reified facts of the empirical
world, from which they arise. For the reflection theory this means
that thought and consciousness are orientated towards reality
but, at the same time, the criterion of truth is provided by rele
vance to reality. This reality is by no means identical
empirical existence. This reality is not, it becomes.
The process of Becoming is to be understood in a twofold sense.
(I) In this Becoming, in this tendency, in this process the true
nature of the object is revealed. This is meant in the sense that
as in the case of the instances we have cited and which
easily be multiplied-the transformation of things into a process
provides a concrete solution to all the concrete problems created by
the paradoxes of existent objects. The recognition that one cannot
step into the same river twice is just an extreme way of high
lighting the unbridgeable abyss between concept and reality. It
does nothing to increase our concrete knowledge of the river.
In contrast with this, the recognition that capital as a process
can only be accumulated, or rather accumulating, capital, pro
vides the positive, concrete, solution to a whole host of positive,
concrete problems of method and of substance connected with
capital. Hence only by overcoming the-theoretical--duality of
philosophy and special discipline, of methodology and factual
knowledge can the way be found by which to annul the duality
of thought and existence. Every attempt to overcome the duality
dialectically in logic, in a system of thought stripped of every
concrete relation to existence~ is doomed to failure. (And we may
observe that despite many other opposing tendencies in his work,
Hegel's philosophy was of this type.) For every pure logic is
Platonic: it is thought released from existence and hence ossified.
Only by conceiving of thought as a form of reality, as a factor in
the total process can philosophy overcome its own rigidity dialec
tically and take on the quality of Becoming. 67
(2) Becoming is also the mediation between past and future.
But it is the mediation between the concrete, i.e. historical past,
and the equally concrete, i.e. historical future. When the concrete
here and now dissolves into a process it is no longer a continuous,
intangible moment, immediacy slipping away;68 it is the focus of
the deepest and most widely ramified mediation, the focus of
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and with them the structure and content of every individual
object.
But it must never be forgotten: onlY the practical class consciousness
if the proletariat possesses this ability to transform things. Every
contemplative, purely cognitive stance leads ultimately to a
divided relationship to its object. Simply to transplant the struc
ture we have discerned here into any stance other than that of
proletarian action-for only the class can be practical in its rela
tion to the total proceSS-WOUld mean the creation of a new con
ceptual mythology and a regression to the standpoint of classical
philosophy refuted by Marx. For every purely cognitive stance
bears the stigma of immediacy. That is to say, it never ceases to be
confronted by a whole series of ready-made objects that cannot be
dissolved into processes. Its dialectical nature can survive only in
the tendency towards praxis and in its orientation towards the
actions ofthe proletariat. It can survive only ifit remains critically
aware of its own tendency to immediacy inherent in every non
practical stance and if it constantly strives to explain critically
the mediations, the relations to the totality as a process, to the
actions of the proletariat as a class.
The practical character of the thought of the proletariat is
born and becomes real as, the result of an equally dialectical
process. In this thought self~criticism is more than the self
criticism of its object, i.e. the self-criticism of bourgeois society. It
is also a critical awareness of how much ofits own practical nature
has really become manifest, which stage of the genuinely prac
ticable is objectively possible and how much ofwhat is objectively
possible has been made real. For it is evident that however clearly
we may have grasped the fact that society consists of processes,
however thoroughly we may have unmasked the fiction of its
rigid reification, this does not mean that we are able to annul the
'reality' of this fiction in capitalist society in practice. The moments
in which this insight can really be converted into practice are
determined by developments in society. Thus proletarian thought
is in the first place merely a theory if praxis which only gradually
(and indeed often spasmodically) transforms itself into a practical
theory that overturns the real world. The individual stages of this
process cannot be sketched in here. They alone would be able to
show how proletarian class consciousness evolves dialectically (i.e.
how the proletariat becomes a class). Only then would it be pos
sible to throw light on the intimate dialectical process of inter

decision and of the birth of the new. As long as man concent
trates his interest contemplatively upon the past or future, both
ossify into an alien existence. And between the subject and the
object lies the unbridgeable "pernicious chasm" of the present.
Man must be able to comprehend the present as a becoming. He
can do this by seeing in it the tendencies out of whose dialectical
opposition he can make the future. Only when he does this will the
present be a process of becoming, that belongs to him. Only he
who is willing and whose mission it is to create the future can see
the present in its concrete truth. As Hegel says: "Truth is not to
treat objects as alien."69
But when the truth of becoming is the future that is to be created
but has not yet been born, when it is the new that resides in the
tendencies that (with our conscious aid) will be realised, then the
question whether thought is a reflection appears quite senseless.
It is true that reality is the criterion for the correctness ofthought.
But reality is not, it becomes-and to become the participation of
thought is needed. We see here the fulfilment of the programme
of classical philosophy: the principle of genesis means in fact that
dogmatism is overcome (above all in its most important historical
incarnation: the Platonic theory of reflection). But only concrete
(historical) becoming can perform the function of such a genesis.
And consciousness (the practical class consciousness of the prole
tariat) is a necessary, indispensable, integral part of that process
of becoming.
Thus thought and existence are not identical in the sense that
they 'correspond' to each other, or 'reflect' each other, that they
'run parallel' to each other or 'coincide' with each other (all
expressions that conceal a rigid duality). Their identity is that
they are aspects of one and the same real historical and dialectical
process. What is 'reflected' in the consciousness of the proletariat
is the new positive reality arising out of the dialectical contradic
tions of capitalism. And this is by no means the invention of the
proletariat, nor was it 'created' out of the void. It is rather the
inevitable consequence of the process in its totality; one which
changed from being an abstract possibility to a concrete reality
only after it had become part ofthe consciousness of the proletariat
and had been made practical by it. And this is no mere formal
transformation. For a possibility to be realised, for a tendency to
become actual, what is required is that the objective components
ofa society should be transformed; their functions must be changed
{il
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action between the socio-historical situation and the class con
sciousness of the proletariat. Only then would the statement that
the proletariat is the identical subject-object of the history of
society become truly concrete. 70
Even the proletariat can only overcome reification as long as
it is oriented towards practice. And this means that there can be
no single act that will eliminate reification in all its forms at one
blow; it means that there will be a whole host of objects that at
least in appearance remain more or less unaffected by the process.
This is true in the first instance ofnature. But it is also illuminating
to observe how a whole set of social phenomena become dialec
ticised by a different path than the one we have traced out to
show the nature of the dialectics of history and the process by
which the barriers of reification can be shattered. We have
observed, for instance, how certain works of art are extraordin
arily sensitive to the qualitative nature of dialectical changes
without their becoming conscious of the antagonisms which they
lay bare and to which they give artistic form.
At the same time we observed other societal phenomena which
contain inner antagonisms but only in an abstract form, i.e. their
inner contradictions are merely the secondary effects of the inner
contradictions of other, more primary phenomena. This means
that these last contradictions can only become visible if mediated
by the former and can only become dialectical when they do.
(This is true of interest as opposed to profit.) It would be neces
sary to set forth the whole system of these qualitative gradations
in the dialectical character of the different kinds of phenomena
before we should be in a position to arrive at the concrete totality
of the categories with which alone true knowledge of the present
is possible. The hierarchy of these categories would determine at
the same time the point where system and history meet, thus ful
filling Marx's postulate (already cited) concerning the categories
that "their sequence is determined by the relations they have to
each other in modern bourgeois society".
In every consciously dialectical system of thought, however,
any sequence is itself dialectical-not only for Hegel, but also as
early as Proclus. Moreover, the dialectical deduction ofcategories
cannot possibly involve a simple juxtaposition or even the succes
sion of identical forms. Indeed, if the method is not to degenerate
into a rigid schematicism, even identical formal patterns must not
be allowed to function in a repetitively mechanical way (thus, the
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famous triad: thesis, antithesis and synthesis). When the dialec
tical method becomes rigid, as happens frequently in Hegel, to
say nothing of his followers, the only control device and the only
protection is the concrete historical method of Marx. But it is
vital that we should draw all the conclusions possible from this
situation. Hegel himself distinguishes between negative and posi
tive dialectics. 71 By positive dialectics he understands the growth
of a particular content, the elucidation of a concrete totality. In
the process, however, we find that he almost always advances
from the determinants of reflection to the positive dialectics even
though his conception of nature, for example, as "otherness", as
the idea in a state of "being external to itself"72 directly precludes
a positive dialectics. (It is here that we can find one of the theo
retical sources for the frequently artificial constructs of his philo
sophy of nature.) Nevertheless, Hegel does perceive clearly at
times that the dialectics of nature can never become anything
more exalted than a dialectics of movement witnessed by the de
tached observer, as the subject cannot be integrated into the dia
lectical process, at least not at the stage reached hitherto. Thus he
emphasises that Zeno's antinomies reached the same level as
those of Kant,73 with the implication that it is not possible to go
any higher.
.
From this we deduce the, necessity of separating the merely
objective dialectics of nature from those of society. For in the
dialectics of society the subject is included in the reciprocal rela
tion in which theory and practice become dialectical with refer
ence to one another. (It goes without saying that the growth of
knowledge about nature is a social phenomenon and therefore to
be included in the second dialectical type.) Moreover, if the
dialectical method is to be consolidated concretely it is essential
that the different types of dialectics should be set out in concrete
fashion. It would then become clear that the Hegelian distinction
between positive and negative dialectics as well as the different
levels ofintuition, representation and concept [Anschauung, Vor
stellung, BegriffJ-(a terminology that need not be adhered to)
are only some of the possible types of distinction to be drawn. For
the others the economic works ofMarx provide abundant material
for a clearly elaborated analysis of structures. However, even to
outline a typology of these dialectical forms would be well beyond
the scope ofthis study.
Still more important than these systematic distinctions is the
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fact that even the objects in the very centre of the dialectical
process can only slough off their reified form after a laborious
process. A process in which the seizure of power by the proletariat
and even the organisation of the state and the economy on socialist
lines are only stages. They are, of course, extremely important
stages, but they do not mean that the ultimate objective has been
achieved. And it even appears as if the decisive crisis-period of
capitalism may be characterised by the tendency to intensify
reification, to bring it to a head. Roughly in the sense in which
Lassalle wrote to Marx: "Hegel used to say in his old age that
directly before the emergence of something qualitatively new,
the old state of affairs gathers itself up into its original, purely
general, essence, into its simple totality, transcending and absorb
ing back into itself all those marked differences and peculiarities
which it evinced when it was still viable."74 On the other hand,
Bukharin, too, is right when he observes that in the age of the dis
solution of capitalism, the fetishistic categories collapse and it
becomes necessary to have recourse to the 'natural form' under
lying them. 7& The contradiction between these two views is, how
ever, only apparent. For the contradiction has two aspects: on
the one hand, there is the increasing undermining of the forms of
reification-Qne might describe it as the cracking of the crust
because of the inner emptiness-their growing inability to do
justice to the phenomena, even as isolated phenomena, even as
the objects of reflection and calculation. On the other hand, we
find the quantitative increase of the forms of reification, their
empty extension to cover the whole surface of manifest pheno
mena. And the fact that these two aspects together are in conflict
provides the key signature to the decline of bourgeois society.
As the antagonism becomes more acute two possibilities open
up for the proletariat. It is given the opportunity to substitute
its own positive contents for the emptied and bursting husks. But
also it is exposed to the danger that for a time at least it might
adapt itself ideologically to conform to these, the emptiest and
most decadent forms of bourgeois culture.
History is at its least automatic when it is the consciousness ofthe
proletariat that is at issue. The truth that the old intuitive,
mechanistic materialism could not grasp turns ,out to be doubly
true for the proletariat, namely that it can be transformed and
liberated only by its own actions, and that "the educator must
himself be educated".. The objective economic evolution could
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do no more than create the position of the proletariat in the pro
duction process. It was this position that determined its point of
view. But the objective evolution could only give the proletariat
the opportunity and the necessity to change society. Any trans
formation can only come about as the product of the-free
action of the proletariat itself.
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A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy, p. 53.
Capital III, p. 324.
Capital III, p. 810.
Capital I, p. 72. On this antagonism cf. the purely economic
distinction between the exchange of goods in terms of their value
and the exchange in terms of their cost of production. Capital
III, p. 174.
Capital I, p. 170.
Cf. Capital I, pp. 322, 345.
This whole process is described systematically and historically
in Capital I. The facts themselves can also be found in the writings
of bourgeois economists like Bucher, Sombart, A. Weber and
Gottl among others--although for the most part they are not seen
in connection with the problem of reification.
Capital I, p. 384.
.
Capital I, p. 355 (note).
That this should appear so is fully justified from the point of view
of the individual consciousness. As far as class is concerned we
would point out that this subjugation is the product of a lengthy
struggle which enters upon a new stage with the organisation of
the proletariat into a class--but on a higher plane and with
different weapons.
Capital I, pp. 374-6, 423-4, 460, etc. It goes without saying
that this 'contemplation' can be more demanding and demoraliz
ing than 'active' labour. But we cannot discuss this further here.
The Poverty £if Philosophy, pp. 58-9.
Capital I, p. 344.
cr. GottI: Wirtschajt und Technik, Grundriss der SozialOkonomik
II, 234 et seq.
Capital I, p. 77.
This refers above all to capitalist private property. Der heilige Max.
Dokumente des Sozialismus III, 363. Marx goes on to make a number
of very fine observations about the effects of reification upon
language. A philological study from the standpoint of historical
materialism could profitably begin here.
Capital III, pp. 384-5.
Ibid., p. 809.
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57 Cf. Plekhanov, op. cit., pp. 9, 51, etc. But m1Jthodologically only
spirit of the world: this in its most concrete form is history."
formalistic rationalism is confronted by an insoluble problem at
Werke XV, p. 618.
this point. Setting aside the substantive scientific value of mediaeval
63 Werke I, p. 174. Needless to say, Fichte places an even heavier
solutions to these questions, it is indubitable that the Middle Ages
emphasis on chance.
did not see any problem here, let alone an insoluble one. We may
64 Cf. the essay "What is orthodox Marxism?"
compare Holbach's statement, quoted by Plekhanov, that we
65 With this the Logic itself becomes problematic. Hegel's postulate
cannot know "whether the chicken preceded the egg, or the egg
that the concept is "reconstituted being" (Werke V, 30) is only
the chicken" with e.g. the statement of Master Eckhard, "Nature
possible on the assumption of the real creation of the identical
makes the man from the child and the chicken from the egg;
subject-object. A failure at this point means that the concept
God makes the man before the child and the chicken before the
acquires a Kantian, idealistic emphasis which is in conflict with
egg" (Sermon of the noble man). Needless to say, we are here
its dialectical function. To show this in detail would be well
concerned exclusively with the contrast in methodology. On the basis
beyond the scope of this study.
of this methodological limitation as the result of which history is
made to appear as a thing-in-itself, Plekhanov has rightly judged
these materialists to be naIve idealists in their approach to history.
NOTES ON SECTION III
Zu Hegels 60. Todestag, Neue Zeit X. L 273.
Cf. "What is orthodox Marxism?", "Class Consciousness" and
58 Here too we can do no more than refer in passing to the history
"The Changing Function of Historical Materialism". In view
of this problem. The opposed positions were clearly established
of the fact that the themes in these essays are so closely interrelated
very early on. I would point to e.g. Friedrich Schlegel's critique
it has regrettably not always been possible to avoid repetition.
of Condorcet's attempt (1795) to provide a rationalist explanation
2 Nachlass II, p. 132. [The Holy Family, Chapter 4.]
of history (as it were, of the type of Comte or Spencer). "The
3 Grenzen der naturwissenschaftlichen Begrijftbildung, 2nd ed., p. 562.
enduring qualities of man are the subject of pure science, but the
4 Ibid., pp. 606-7.
changing aspects of man, both as an individual and in the mass, are
5 Cf. "What is orthodox Marxism?"
the subject of a scientific history of mankind." Prosaische Jugend
schriften, Vienna, 1906. Vol. II, p. 52.
6 Capital I, p. 441.
7 For eighteenth century materialism, see Plekhanov, op. cit.,
59 Die Encyclopiidie, § 309. For us, of course, only the methodological
p. 51. In Section I we h,ave shown how this belief underlies the
aspect has any significance. Nevertheless, we must emphasise
bourgeois theory of crisis, the theory of the origin of law, etc.
that all formal, rationalist concepts exhibit this same reified
In history itself anyone can easily understand that an approach
impenetrability. The modern substitution of functions for things
that is not world-historical and that does not relate to the overall
does not alter this situation in the least, as concepts of function
development must necessarily interpret the most important
do not at all differ from thing-concepts in the only area that matters,
turning-points of history as senseless cataclysms as their causes
i.e. the form-content relationship. On the contrary, they take
lie outside its scheme. This can be seen, e.g. in the Germanic
their formal, rationalist structure to its extreme logical conclusion.
60 Hegel, Werke II, p. 267.
Migrations, in the downward trend of German history from the
Renaissance on, etc.
61 Die Philosophie des Rechts, § 345-7. Encyclopadie, § 548-52.
8 Hegel's Werke II, p. 73.
62 In the last versions of the system history represents the transition
9 Ibid., p. 275.
from the philosophy of right to the absolute spirit. (In the Pheno
lO Cf. e.g. Capital III, pp. 336, 349-50, 370-1, 374-6, 383-4.
menology the relation is more complex but methodologically
11 Die Philosophie des Geldes, p. 531.
just as ambiguous and undefined.) 'Absolute spirit' is the truth
12 The Poverty of Philosophy, p. 135.
of the preceding moment, of history and therefore, in accordance
13 I would refer the reader once again to Plekhanov's statement of
with Hegel's logic, it would have to have annulled and preserved
the dilemma confronting older forms of materialism. As Marx
history within itself. However, in the dialectical method history
showed in his critique ofBruno Bauer (Nachlass II, pp. 178 et seq.)
cannot be so transcended and this is the message at the end of
every bourgeois view of history logically ends up by mechanising
Hegel's Philosophy of History where at the climax of the system,
the 'masses' and irrationalising the hero. However, exactly
at the moment where the 'absolute spirit' realises itself, history
the same dualism can be found in such thinkers as Carlyle or
makes its reappearance and points beyond philosophy in its
Nietzsche. Even a cautious thinker like Rickert, (despite some
turn: "That the determinants of thought had this importance
reservations, e.g. op. cit., p. 380) is inclined to regard 'milieu'
is a further insight that does not belong within the history of
and the 'movements of masses' as subject to natural laws and to
philosophy. These concepts are the simplest revelation of the
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see only the isolated personality as a historical individual. Op.
cit., pp. 444, 460-l.
A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy, p. 304.
The Poverty of Philosophy, pp. 128-9.
Die Kritik der praktischen Vernurift, pp. 38-9, Cf. ibid., pp. 24,
123; Die Grundlegung der Metaphysik der Sitten, pp. 4, 38. Cf. also
Hegel's critique, Werke III, pp. 133 et seq.
Werke III, p. 147.
Ibid., p. 262.
Ibid., pp. 432-5. Plehkanov deserves the credit for having pointed
to the importance of this side of Hegel's Logic for the distinction
between evolution and revolution as early as 1891 (Neue Zeit
XII, pp. 280 et seq.). Regrettably his insight was neglected by
later theorists.
On the methodological side of this question, see above all the
first part of Hegel's Philosophy oj Religion. In particular, Werke
XI, pp. 158-9. "There is no immediate knowledge. Immediate
knowledge is where we have no consciousness of mediation; but it
is mediated for all that." Similarly in the Preface to the Phenome
nology: "The true is not an original unity as such or an immediate
one, but only this reconstituting equality or reflection in otherness
in itself." Werke II, p. IS.
Engels in fact accepted the Hegelian theory of the false (which
has its finest definition in the Preface to the Phenomenology,
Werke II, p. 30 et seq.). Cf. his analysis of the role of 'evil' in
history, Feuerbach and the End if Classical German Philosophy, in
S.W. II, p. 345 et seq. This refers, of course, only to the truly
original representatives of bourgeois thought. Epigones, eclectics
and simple partisans of the interests of a declining class belong
in quite a different category.
On this distinction. between the proletariat and the bourgeoisie,
see the essay on "Class Consciousness".
A Contribution to the Critique if Political Economy, p. 31.
Capital I, p. 572.
All so-called theories of abstinence are based on this. We may
mention especially the importance attributed by Max Weber to
'inner worldly asceticism' in the origins of the 'spirit' of capital
ism. Marx, too, confirms this fact when he points out that for
the capitalist "his own private consumption is a robbery perpetra
ted on accumulation, just as in book-keeping by double entry,
the private expenditure of the capitalist is placed on the debtor
side of his account against his capital". Capital I, p. 592.
Wages, Price and Profit in S.W. I, p. 398.
Anti-Duhring, p. 14l.
Capital I, p. 309.
A Contribution to the Critique if Political Economy, p. 29.
Thus Marx writes to Engels: "These gentry, the economists,
have hith~rto overlooked the extremely simple point that the
form: 20 yards oj linen = 1 coat is only the undeveloped basis of
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20 yards of linen = £2, and that therefore the simplest jorm if a
commodity, in which its value is not yet expressed as a relation to
all other commodities but only as something differentiated from
the commodity in its natural "form, contains the whole secret if the
moni!Y form and with it, in embryo, of all the bourgeois jorms of the
product if labour. (22 June, 1867). Selected Correspondence, Moscow,
n.d., p. 228. On this point see also the magisterial analysis of the
distinction between exchange value and price in A Contribution
to the Critique if Political Economy where it is shown that in this
distinction "all the tempests that threaten the commodity in the
real process of circulation are concentrated", p. 80.
Werke II, p. 27.
A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy, p. 299.
Thus Marx says of Feuerbach's use of the term 'species'-and all
such views fail to advance beyond Feuerbach and many indeed
do not go as far-that "it can be understood only as the inward
dumb generality which naturally unites the many individuals".
6th Thesis on Feuerbach.
Nachlass II, p. 54. (Critical Notes on "The King of Prussia and Social
Rejorm".] We are interested here solely in the methodical im~
plications. Mehring's question (ibid., p. 30) about the extent
to which Marx overestimated the consciousness of the Weavers'
Uprising does not concern us here. Methodologically he has provided
a perfect description of the development of revolutionary class
consciousness in the proletariat and his later views (in the Mani
jesto, Eighteenth Brumaire, etc.) about the difference between
bourgeois and proletarian revolutions are wholly in line with
this.
We have in mind here Bachofen's analysis of the Orestia and of
its significance for the history of social development. The fact
that Bachofen's ideological timidity prevented him from going
further than the correct interpretation of the drama is additional
proof of the rightness of the views set out here.
On this point cf. Marx's analysis of the industrial reserve army
and surplus-population. Capital I, pp. 628 et seq.
Encyclopiidie, § 15.
Capital I, pp. 234-5. Cf. also Wages, Price and Profit, S.W. I, pp.
401-2.
Cf. what is said on the 'post festum' nature of the consciousness
of the bourgeoisie in the essays "The Changing Function of
Historical Materialism" and "What is Orthodox Marxism?"
A detailed examination of this question is not possible here
although this distinction would enable us to differentiate clearly
between the ancient and the modern world, because Heraclitus'
self-annulling conception of the object bears the closest re
semblance to the reified structure of modern thought. This alone
would clearly reveal the limitation of the thought of the Ancients,
viz. their inability to grasp dialectically their own societal existence
in the present and hence also in history, as a limitation of classical
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society. In various other contexts, but always in a way that leads
to the same methodological goal, Marx has made the same point
about Aristotle's 'economics'. Hegel's and Lassalle's overestima
tion of the modernity of Heraclitus' dialectics has symptomatic
importance for their own. This only means, however, that this
limitation of the thought of the 'Ancients' (the ultimately un
critical attitude towards the historical conditioning of the forma
tions from which thought arises) remains decisive for them, too,
and then emerges in the contemplative and speculative character
of their thought, as opposed to a material and practical one.
Capital I, pp. 570, 572-3. Here too, as we have already emphasised,
the change from quantity to quality is seen to be a characteristic
of every single moment. The quantified moments only remain
quantitative when regarded separately. Seen as aspects of a
process they appear as qualitative changes in the economic
structure of capital.
Wage, Labour and Capital, S.W. I, p. 86.
Cf. "The Changing Function of Historical Materialism". On
fact and reality see the essay "What is Orthodox Marxism?"
Cf. the dispute about the disappearance or increase ofthe medium
sized firms in Rosa Luxemburg, Soziale Riform oder Revolution,
pp. 11 et seq.
Capital III, p. 326.
Ibid., pp. 349-50. The rate of interest is thus "given as a fixed
magnitude, like the price of commodities on the market" and the
general profit rate is expressly contrasted with it as an opposing
tendency. Ibid., p. 359. We see here the fundamental issue divid
ing us from bourgeois thought.
Cf. the essay "What is Orthodox Marxism?".
Origin of the Family, S.W. II, p. 92.
Cf. Marx's comments on Bentham, Capital I, pp. 609-10.
A fine elucidation of the different stages can be found in Capital
III, pp. 806 et seq.
Modern pragmatism provides a model illustration of this.
Nachlass II (The Holy Family, chap. 8), p. 304.
Nachlass I, p. 384. (Critique of Hegel's Philosophy of Right in Botto
more, Early Writings, p. 43.) The italics are mine.
On this point, see Max Weber's essays in Vol. I of his Sociology
of Religion. Whether we accept his causal interpretation or not
is irrelevant to a judgement of his factual material. On the
connection I?etween Calvinism and capitalism, see also Engels'
remarks in Uber historischen Materialismus, Neue Zeit XI, I. p. 43.
The same structure of ethics and existence is still active in the
Kantian system. cr. e.g. the passage in the Critique of Practical
Reason, p. 120, which sounds wholly in line with Franklin's acquisi
tive Calvinist ethics. An analysis of the profound similarities
would lead us too far away from our theme.
Thomas Miinzer, pp. 73 et seq.
Werke III, pp. 37-8. Except that there is also an echo of the
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nostalgia-here of no importance--for natural social formations.
Cf. Hegel's methodologically correct negative criticisms in
Glauben und Wissen, Werke I, pp. 105 et seq. His positive conclu
sions, of course, amount to much the same thing.
57 Lassalle, Werke, Cassirer Verlag, V, pp. 275-6. The extent to
which Lassalle, by exalting a notion of the state founded in natural
law, moves on to the terrain of the bourgeoisie, can be seen not
only in the development of partiCUlar theories of natural law
that have deduced the impropriety of every organised movement
of the proletariat from the very idea of 'freedom' and the 'dignity
of man'. (Cf. e.g. Max Weber, Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft, p. 497,
on American natural law.) But also C. Hugo, the cynical founder
of the historical school of law arrives at a similar theoretical
construction-though he does so in order to prove the opposite
of Lassalle-viz. the view that it is possible to devise certain
rights that transform men into a commodity without negating
their 'human digriity' in other spheres. Naturrecht, § 144.
58 Cf. the essay "Class Consciousness".
59 These views can be found in an undiluted form in Kautsky's
latest programmatic statement. One need not go beyond the
rigid, mechanical separation of politics and economics to see
that he is treading the same mistaken path as Lassalle. His
conception of democracy is too familiar to require a fresh analysis
here. And as for his economic fatalism, it is symptomatic that even
where Kautsky admits that it is impossible to make concrete
predictions about the economic phenomenon of crises it remains
self-evident for him that the course of events will unfold according
to the laws of the capitalist economy, p. 57.
60 Lenin's achievement is that he rediscovered this side of Marxism
that points the way to an understanding of its practical core. His
constantly reiterated warning to seize the 'next link' in the chain
with all one's might, that link on which the fate of the totality
depends in that one moment, his dismissal of all utopian demands,
i.e. his 'relativism' and his 'Realpolitik': all these things are
nothing less than the practical realisation of the young Marx's
Theses on Feuerbach.
61 It must now be self-evident that totality is a problem of category
and in particular a problem of revolutionary action. It is obvious
that we cannot regard a method as authentically totalising if it
deals with 'all problems' in a substantive manner (which is, of
course, an impossibility) while remaining contemplative. This is
to be referred above all to the social-democratic treatment of
history in which a plethora of material is designed constantly to
divert attention from social action.
62 Cf. the essay "Towards a Methodology of the Problem of Organ
isation" .
63 Feuerbach and the End ofClassical German Philosophy, S.W. II, p. 350.
64 Hegel, Werke XI, p. 160.
65 This rejection of the metaphysical import ofbourgeois materialism
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does not affect our historical evaluation ofit: it was the ideological
form of the bourgeois revolution, and as such it remains ofpractical
relevance as long as the bourgeois revolution remains relevant
(including its relevance as an aspect of the proletarian revolution).
On this point, see my essays on "Moleschott", "Feuerbach" and
"Atheism" in the Rote Fahne, Berlin; and above all Lenin's
comprehensive essay "Under the Banner of Marxism", The
Communist International, 1922, No. 21.
66 Lask has very logically introduced a distinction between an
antecedent and subsequent region ['vorbildlich' and 'nach
bildIich'J (Die Lehre vom Urteil.) This does indeed enable him
to eliminate pure Platonism, the reflective duality of idea and
reality-in the spirit of criticism-but it then experiences a logical
resurrection.
67 Purely logical and systematic studies simply refer to the historical
point at which we find ourselves: they signify our temporary
inability to grasp and represent the totality of categoric problems
as the problems of a historical reality in the process of revolution_
ising itself.
68 Cf. on this point Hegel's Phenomenology, especially Werke II,
pp. 73 et seq., where this problem receives its profoundest analysis.
See also Ernst Bloch's theory of the "opacity of the lived moment"
and his theory of "knowledge that has not yet become conscious".
69 Hegel, Werke XII, p. 207.
70 On the relationship between a theory of praxis to a practical
theory, see the interesting essay by Josef Revai in Kommunismus
I, Nos. 46-9, "The Problem of Tactics", even though I am not
in agreement with all his conclusions.
71 Encyclopadie, §16.
72 Ibid., § 192.
73 Hegel, Werke XIII, pp. 299 et seq.
74 Letter dated 12 December, 1851. Ed. G. Mayer, p. 41.
75 Bukharin, Okonomie der Transjormationsperiode, pp. 50-I.

The Changing Function of Historical Materialism
A Lecture given at the inauguration qf the Institute Jor
Research into Historical Materialism in Budapest
THE victory gained by the proletariat evidently confronts it with
the task of perfecting as far as possible the intellectual weapons
which have hitherto enabled it to hold its own in the class struggle.
Among these weapons historical materialism is, of course, pre
eminent.
Historical materialism was one of the proletariat's most potent
weapons at a time when it was oppressed and now that it is pre
paring to rebuild society and culture anew it is natural to take
the method over into the new age. If only for this reason it was
necessary to found this Institute with the aim of applying the
methods of historical materialism to the historical sciences as a
whole. Up to now historical materialism was doubtless a superb
weapon but from a scientific point ofview it was hardly more than
a programme, an indication of the way in which history ought to
be written. Now, however, a further task devolves upon it: the
whole of history really has to be re-written; the events of the past
have to be sorted, arranged and judged from the point of view of
historical materialism. We must strive to turn historical materialism
into the authentic method for carrying out concrete historical
research and for historiography in general.
But here we must answer the question why this has only now
become possible. A superficial answer would be to claim that the
time was only now ripe for converting historical materialism into
a scientific method because it was only now that the proletariat
had seized power and with it control of the physical and intel
lectual forces without which this could not be achieved and which
society as it was would never have made available to it. However,
much deeper underlying factors than the fact of naked power
place the proletariat of today in a position to organise science
as it thinks fit. These deeper factors are closely connected with the
profound change in function resulting from the dictatorship of
the proletariat, i.e. from the fact that the class struggle is now
waged from above and not from below. This change in function

