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Introduction

Tom Rockmore

Good Bye, Lenim'(ZOOS)kaGmnmmgicomodyaboutdnunbivakmad-
nded&scammwdxcpoﬁdalwlmdmommkdﬁtcounux
inhopesmdchumsﬁ)uodalismofadiﬂ'mmkind.mdminpw.whk:h
beganmdinppwfoﬂowingmuniﬁmionuddl.andabaorptbninm.dnkdcd
deamnyﬂmdmmbnandemnlofdnmofhnin
in Bedin in 1992 mnbolizuhepuingoﬂuﬂn'shaiugeind\hpmofdz
Smd«cmpiuhedidaomud:mamﬂwﬁlmwgg:mdﬂmchhghnmﬂy
dnngeddmpimnmmhappmndyluvingdwtged.ltpoinumd\cmdnuing
influence of Lenin, who, as much as if not more than Marx, contributed in prac-
wwmIiﬂngavasionofMux'sdworeddvisiono(aposiblcﬁam
Lenin, who was a many-sided figure, larger than life, a world-historical
individual in the Hegelian sense of the term, made contributions of the
most varied kinds. This book—the joint work of many hands—offers an
encyclopedic grasp of Lenin’s political philosophy understood in the widest
possible sense of the term. It is difficult to define and even more difficult 10
quantify the amorphous concept of influence. Yet suffice it to say that Lenin

T. Rockmore (E2)
Durham, NC, USA
e-mail: rockmore@duq.edu

T. Rockmore
Peking University, Beijing, China
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3

Lenin’s Philosophy in Intellectual Context

Daniela Steila

In analyzing Lenins attitude toward theoretical issues, one should first of
all abandon two opposite prejudices: on the one hand, the idea that Lenin's
thought should be considered the cornerstone of Marxist philosophy, which
has been dominant in the Soviet Union for decades; on the other hand, the
idea, quite popular in the West, that Lenin was an opportunist, keen to
bend his theory to the superior tasks of political praxis.! Nowadays, “a seri-
ous intellectual biography of Lenin", as Alex Callinicos pointed out, would
reveal “less his casual attitude to theory than the systematic manner in which
every significant turn in events drove him to reconsider how best the situ-
ation was to be understood from a theoretical perspective™.? The constant
connections between theory and praxis in Lenin's actions and thought scem
to characterize him more as “a political thinker, a philosopher of politics,
and only subsequently as a philosopher ex professo.™ However, Lenin’s inter-
est in philosophy as such is supported by reliable evidence throughout his
whole life.4 Nikolaj Valentinov, a philosophical adversary who described him
without any leniency, disclosed that young Lenin had arrived in Siberia with
a few books, but had left with many trunks, since his sister Anna had pro-
cured him volumes by Spinoza, Kant, Hegel, Schelling, Fichte, d'Holbach
and Helvétius.?

D. Steila (22)

Depariment of Philosophy and Educational Sciences,

University of Turin, Turin, laly

e-mail: danicla.steila@unito.it

© The Authorls) 2018 L
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T. Rockmore and N. Levine (eds.), Te Pelgrese Handbook of
Politicad Philossphy, burpeclidoi. org/10.1057/978:1-137-51650-3.3
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5 blished works are a number of phj :
Among Lenin'$ ﬁ“‘: :u.dm on historical materialism al;.mo;o g: K‘!
"h,‘”.':nd -,,bi«dvism.' In 1894-1895, at the peak of the deba:: Subjec.
tivism nd Populism, Lenin dealt with the problem of det b““m
Marxsm : 2 s wbjeaivist sociol notori ¢rmun,m in
- NK Mikhajlovsky ki L8 nototiously i
histoey. dividual’s creative role within history, while the Maryjer, 1 %ed
oad\cf 5 :on of historical reality that was vl
scientific interpretation O : soundly foungeq
o 'plauaminmhelzwsofmwal sciences. And it would pe .. "
princi of the historical laws that would be required to guaran
success of Manxist praxis. Lenin summarized: “The idea of dﬂennt'u'&
which postulates that human acts are necessitated and rejects the absyed
“bout fice will, in no way destroys man's reason or conscience, of ap u'
of his actions. Quite the contrary, only the determinist view makes :W
and correct appraisal possible instead of attributing everything you g
o free will. Similarly, the idea of historical necessity does nor in the ez
i il e e i L
the actions of indivi are undoubredly active figures. The
tion that arim;\:ppnkingft:e social acur;glof an individual is; wl‘;alaq;:
ditions ensure the success of his actions, guarantee is there
actions will not remain an isolated act lost inawclmofoonuaryaa‘h:'.?&
The success of praxis depends on the correct knowledge of historical
forces and dynamics. Lenin emphasized it clearly while polemicizing on
the opposite front against the “objectivists,” who were dominated by the
puce necessity of historical process, which they interpreted from a positivis
mndgoim as a strict series of facts. Lenin wrote: “when demonstrating the
nmfyforagivm series of facts, the objectivist always runs the risk of
becoming an apologist for these facts,” while “the materialist discloses the
class contradictions and in so doing defines his standpoint.” The historica
materialist “does not limit himself 1o speaking of the r;':cessity of a process,
but ascertains exactly what social-economic formation gives the
11 content, evactly what class determines this necessity. [?.] [M]ﬂ:s:
dud&mm 0 to Speal:. a'nd enjoins the direct and open 3"09"3';
, topml.:tﬁn ;{;tﬁkn‘:e d:elfa_l group in any assessment of events.
x h ore o
S e ey poed e
arxist analysis would Jead th : A P : -
Since bis o to the most consistent and effective strafegy
with commitment 3nd dev::m g Egeds who e kad been “m
ion from the end of the 18805 onwards, Leri®
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3 Lenin's Philosophy in Intellectual Context 9

Plekhanov, the so-called “father of Russian Marxism™? had the same deep
conviction: a sound philosophical basis, a comprehensive worldview that
accounted consistently for both nature and history were to him the only cer-
wain guarantee of the success of any possible human action. Lenin acknowl-
edged Plekhanov's philosophical authority even when, in politics, he was
the farthest from his master. In 1921, Lenin still maintained “for the ben-
efit of young party members that you cannor hope to become a real, intel-
ligent Communist without making a study—and I mean srudy—of all of
Plekhanov’s philosophical writings, because nothing better has been written
on Marxism anywhere in the world.""! Plekhanov surely influenced Lenins
philosophical instruction. In June 1899, complaining about his own “lack
of philosophical education,” Lenin confessed to Potresov: I do not intend
to write on these subjects until I have learned more. That is just what I am
doing—1 have started with Holbach and Helvétius, and am now taking up
Kant.”'? The French materialists were among Plekhanov's most authorita-
tive sources, and the discussion about Kant was at the time the center of his
polemics against German and Russian revisionism.'? In order to improve his
own philosophical education, Lenin took Plekhanov's path.

The idea that a socialist consciousness could develop “only on the basis
of profound scientific knowledge” was actually quite widespread among the
Second International Marxists.' For Lenin, at the beginning of the century,
that meant the necessity of a strong intellectual leadership within the revo-
lutionary organization. In Whar s To Be Done?, as is well known, the idea is
very clearly expressed: “Class political consciousness can be brought to the
workers only from without, that is, only from outside the economic strug-
gle, from outside the sphere of relations between workers and employers™."?
*The history of all countries,” Lenin noticed, “shows that the working class,
exclusively by its own effort, is able to develop only trade-union conscious-
ness”.'® The belief that an inspiring leadership should develop the socialist
consciousness of the masses and conduct them to success was maintained by
Lenin during his whole life,'” though with different nuances.

While in the programmatic work of 1902 the leading role of a revolu-
tionary élite was undoubted, in 1904, in One Step Forward, Tiwe Steps Back,
within the context of the split between Mensheviks and Bolsheviks, Lenin
insisted that the intellectuals should take lessons from the proletarians:
*The proletariat is trained for organization by its whole life, far more rad-
ically than many an intellecrual prig™.'* Trotsky immediately commented
on this presumed turn in Lenin's thought: “The proletariat, the very pro-
letariat you were told yesterday ‘spontancously tends towards trade union-
ism, is today invited to give lessons in political discipline! And to whom?
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To the same intelligentsia which in yesterday’s plan S
bringing proletarian political consciousness to the proletari, the Il
sde™"9 To Trotsky this was the sign “that Lenin simpl from g o
ory fr his own politcal mancuvering” 2 Taking a more g 0%t gy |
one might say that Lenin was trying to adapt his pogy; a"""bkm :
context, and to preserve at the same time the task of , : %0, diﬁt,Q
revolutionary organization. Rosa Luxemburg participated S
with her Organisational Questions of Russian Social De, o
July 1904 simultancously in Germany, in Die Newe z,,:‘my p"'u”hd :
Iikra. According to Luxemburg, class consciousness eme 30 in Ry i :
action between the party and the proletarian mass. The ,:Ea .fm"' the iy,
“acquire the sense of the new discipline, the freely mm‘d"‘;‘}“""*w
the Social Democracy, not as a result of the discipline imm%d
capitalist state, but by extirpating, to the last roox, its old h‘bj" itbyge -
ence and servility,” since “the self-discipline of the Social mumofw
merely the replacement of the authority of bourgeois rulers with " o
ity of a socialist central committee.”?! " the s
Quite curiously, the comrade who intervened in Lenins
Alexandr Bogdanov, who was soon to become his main phi
nent. In Rosa Luxemburg contra Karl Marx, published under the
“Rjadovoj,” Bogdanov (which was itself a mom de plume; his actual 3/
was Malinovsky) relied on Marx’s authority, and ascribed to hxmm :
that the discipline of the working class directly depended on worki g
ditions.?? Thar is why, according to Bogdanov, the proletarian m |
was already mature enough to lead the political organization and develp o
its own new culture. The question whether a new proletarian culture wodd *.
be produced during the struggle against capitalism, and would then bring £
the rcvol.tmon to success, or whether it would be a consequence, and it
even an immediate one, of the revolution itself, was soon o set Bogdanor ¢ ﬁ
am‘! lcfnn against one another for cheir entire lives. Recently, Craig Brandt : A
mainuained that “the notorious conflicts between Lenin and Bogdanov wee
actually focused more on understandings of how to pursue a hegemonk 1
project In present circumstances than on the philosophical polemics ovef t
5}’8"”{0" Empiriomonism.” While Lenin focused on the directly poliicd i
:ua:eomom of hegemony, Bogdanov foregrounded the nced t develop 2 ¢ i
I Td prolcfam.n culture in advance of the seizure of state powee™ ¢
dmn' 904, their disagreement on this point went almost unnodiced. A i
fpactime, che two main Bolshevik leaders exhibited a solid allisnce DES R
e tomff. Bogdanov and Lenin met for the first time in S’*"'-""‘h"d' ’.
discuss common projects and Bolshevik publications. At the e 3
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3 Lenin's Philosophy in Intellectual Context 93

was already a well-known revolutionary and a leading chinker.
Lenin wo:s well aware ’s')f his ideas: in 1897 Bogdanov had pub!ishcd A Sbo'rr
Course of Ecomomic Science, which Lenin reviewed with eml'.:u:‘mm. possibly
thinking ‘Bogdanov’ was 2 new pseudonym of Plekhanov's. A oou?!e of
years later, during his stay in Siberia, Lenin had “studied” Bogdanov's ener-
geticist book, The Historical View of Nature™?; in the summer of 1903 in
Geneva, he and Plekhanov had discussed “with 2 delegate ﬁ'om' the eduo_n
of the symposium” Srudies in the Realistic World-View, a collective book, in
which a heterogeneous group of authors, including Bogdanov, ook a mnfl
against the influential volume Problems of Idealism?’ According to Lenins
later report, both he and Plekhanov agreed to contribute to the common
anti-idealist enterprise, he “on the agrarian question, Plekhanov on mm-Mn.-
chist philosophy.”™ Initially the delegate accepted those conditions, but nei-
ther Lenin nor Plekhanov finally contributed, which is not surprising, since
the volume turned out to be the first collective statement of the group of
thinkers who were to become the “enemies” of Orthodox Marxism. In the
preface, they stated “a monistic ideal of knowledge,”® which some of the
authors (Suvorov, Lunacharsky, Bazarov, Bogdanov himself) discovered
in Richard Avenarius’s and Ernst Mach's ideas, where they found a radical
rejection of dualism, starting from the fundamental dualism of thinking and
being, physical and psychical.*

When Lenin met Bogdanov in person, he knew the latter’s philosophical
thought, but also his dedication as a revolutionary and his talent as 2 writer.
At that time, Lenin needed reliable support in Russia, and new forces to use
in the press against the Mensheviks. Bogdanov and his friends could give
him both, and Lenin decided to make a pact with them, “a tacit bloc, which
tacitly ruled out philosophy as a neutral ficld™": the Bolsheviks were not
going to discuss philosophy on the party press. All the evidence, however,
confirms Lenin’s version that privately the conflict had already exploded dur-
ing his first meeting with Bogdanov, as they “immediately gave each other
presents—I [Lenin), my Steps, he, one of his current philosophical work”,
probably the first volume of Empiriomonism.>® Lenin’s reaction was imme-
diate: *1I at once (in the spring or the early summer of 1904) wrote to him
in Paris from Geneva that his writings strongly convinced me that his views
were wrong and as strongly convinced me that those of Plekhanov were
correct.”* Valentinov took note of Bogdanov's comments about his harsh
debate with Lenin in the summer of 1904: “We excitedly discussed for two
days and almost had a real fight. I heard Lenin’s judgments on philosoph
for tbe first time and convinced myself that it was better norpzo m"’;
with him on those subjects. He had a lot of passion in fighting, but lirde

|
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G . ts went on for years: whep, ;

knowledge: "i“‘:d’mg together with thei wives shyper
Or lmml‘:: ?vm- in d'lc anish Vi[l‘gf of Kuo&kzl" cbk ‘0‘ %uy
house hical conflict was still on.® In public, however the bog.
of the Social Democrats of both fac:ior.\s. lfnin and Bogdaney behi: fron,

partners: Lenin did not mention his dn'sappwval of his co ."',"’ 4

intervened on the present-day issues (the polemjc 2gaing
e eions with the Libcrl, the wit g a1
“Rizdovoj” instead of the pseudonym * .o
bl oot "Iowphial works.* PoR00%” whic v

ment berween Bogdanov and Lenin could ney
pgjdn:: and his followers, who started acting as the dd::;:"’
Marxist orthodoxy. The first essay that appeared in November 1904 of
s *Machism™ on the wsc( g f:mk-‘ ar that time 2

. was signed by LI Aksel'rod (Ortodoks). She openl
m wi:g',:dbeoonﬁng Bogl[danov]’s ally and probablyyﬁzym \vi:) :.:
together their publications. [...] [TThe essay is now necessary from 3 polis.
ical standpoint.”™” The central idea in her essay was that “empiriomonisy’®
was nothing else than "2 new form of revisionism,” such as Bernstein; i
Germany, and legal Marxism in Russia; some Marxists, lacking theoreticy
solidity, betrayed their own principles, and yielded 10 bourgeois philos-
phers. But the very beginning of the essay clearly showed that, together with
the polemic on philosophy, its aim was to cause a disturbance among the
Bolsheviks and to undermine their “bloc.” Ljubov' Aksel’rod recalled tha
“about one year and a half ago Lenin suggested to me to intervenc againg
the new ‘critic’ of the Marxian theory, expressed in comrade Bogdanovs
works.™ The intention to put Lenin in a difficult position with his ally was
cheat.

At thar time, the pact between Lenin and Bogdanov was often referred
to in the political debates by Plekhanov, who had become more and more
averse to “centralism,™” which, according to him, was turning into open
“Blanquism™ and “Bonapartism.™* Lenin’s voluntarism in political strat-
egy seemed to be wholly consistent with the theoretical subjectivism that
Plekhanov saw in “Machism.™! Lenin reacted during the Third Congres
of the party (actually a Bolshevik Congress) in 1905 by talking about
Plekhanovs polemics against the organ of the faction: “Unable to prove tha
Vpered wants to ‘criticize’ Marx, Plekhanov drags in Mach and Avenarius by
:“‘ Iu:“ I cannot for the life of me understand what these writers, for )
o "“.:zhe slightest sympathy, have to do with the question of 3

ution™? Plekhanov in his turn observed that Mach and Avenani

3 Lenin's Philosophy in intellectus! Context 95

2s philosophm were actually secondary subjects in a political journal, but
the Bolsheviks' interest in their thought turned out to be wholly consistent
with their parting from orthodoxy in the direction of subjectivism. Surely,
Lenin could not be defined as a Machist, and to him—Plekhanov contin-
yed—"Mach and Avenarius are in fact alien ‘subjects.’ But to him any phil-
osophical ‘subject’ is alien as well, since he has never cared about anything
in philosophy. Therefore, in this respect, he counts for nothing, This is in
the first place. And, in the second—who knows?—maybe even Lenin the
Marxist started to give into the influence of surrounding Machises. As for
myself, I confess that, according to the French saying ce sont les enfants des
autres qui gdtent les nétres, | explain the many blunders of the journals Vpered
and Proletary exacdy with the harmful influence of the ‘critics of Marx' gath-
ering around him [Lenin).™** Lenin was described as a kind of victim of his
own allies, being weak in his philosophical knowledge, and rather disinter-
ested in theoretical integrity, while the Machist “heresy” was taking over the
Bolsheviks.* A deep concern with the criticism of experience seemed so
widespread among the Russian revolutionaries that it became a good indica-
tion of political belonging. In a short novel published in a journal in 1907, a
coroner, charged with the examination of the body of a young man who has
killed himself, finds something interesting within the victim's papers, and
states: “They are translations from German. A book about philosophy. Look
at this: ‘Mach’s followers find thar critical monism in this development'...
Uhm... yes... ‘By abstracting the given tendency from its real essence'...
‘Chapter 3: Empiriomonism and orthodoxy'... It makes no difference, it
means revolutionary material...™**

The so-called “Machists” did not represent a unique or homogeneous
school. They only shared an anti-metaphysical artitude against every abso-
lute, including the idea of absolute truth, the attention to genetic analysis
and evolutionism, and the belief that any knowledge has practical implica-
tions (all themes that they considered typical both of Mach and Avenarius
and Marxism), thereby distancing themselves from Plekhanov’s and Lenin's
“orthodoxy.™ In July 1907, Bogdanov could reproach “comrade Plekhanov®
that he was arguing with his philosophical adversaries “on credir,” without
really coping with the philosophical questions, but just imposing his more
or less grounded reputation of being a sound Marxist thinker.% But in a
few months, a real Machomakia exploded among Russian Marxists,*” and a
new front opened among the Bolsheviks, which added itself to the many
contrasts that troubled the faction at that time. First of all, Bogdanov and
Lenin were on different sides regarding the decision to take part in the elec-
tion for the State Duma, Lenin being more moderate, approving partici-
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pations ‘::m the restart of the revolutionary drive, Seco

fimog

Bank of Thilisi, where the bandit Kamo's
dm::qdoumnd:m of the Bol‘hc,"ik “Financlal Commi“k’ﬂ'.s::up el
chat it was better 10 distance himself from the comrades who iy
involved, induding Bogdanov. F u.nhcrmore. at that momen, lnw
count on other sources of financial support, particularly op 4 .y K
part of the heritage of Nikolaj Schmit, a rich Bolshevik sym W
had been arrested for participation in the 1905 riots, and whe had why
himself in jail# The face that finally persuaded Lenin to openly g
in the philosophical debates against his own Bolshevik comrades, Wrvene
was the circumstance that more and more often Machism wag lr:'“
25 the Bolshevik philosophy fout court. As already shown, the Mtrnk.lﬁ;:
insistence on the idea that Bolshevism and Machism were bothy
sions of the same “subjective arbitrary will and vulgar empiricism,
the Bolsheviks' silence, Lenin's first of all, in the press, made the ,dm;:
tion of Bolshevism and Machism a fairly widespread opinion. The jogmy
of the German Social Democratic Party, Die Newe Zeit, celebrated the sey.
entieth anniversary of Ernst Mach's birth by publishing the translarion o

’s preface to the Russian edition of Mach’s Analysis of Semsation ¥
with a short note by the German translator, where one could read: *Rusiizn
Social-Democracy, unfortunately, reveals a strong tendency to making dis
or that attitude toward Mach a question of factional division within the
party. Grave tactical differences of opinion berween the Bolsheviks and dhe
Mensheviks are aggravated by a controversy on a question, which, in ow
opinion, has no bearing whatever on these differences, namely, whether
Marnxism, from the point of view of theory, is compatible with the tead
ing of Spinoza and Holbach, or of Mach and Avenarius."*' Lenin could not
accept that the Menshevik identification of Bolshevism and phi i
revisionism was confirmed and corroborated by such an authoritative soure
Proletary immediately published a resentful reply: “In this connectioa th
Editorial Board of Proletary, as the ideological spokesman of the Bolsboik
trend, deems it necessary to state the following. Actually, this phi
controversy is not a factional one and, in the opinion of the Editorial Bosd.
P Rot be %0; any attempt to represent these differences of opiniof ¥
Phlg::alphxm Stroneous. Both factions contain adherents of the ™

On February 24, 1908, during the meeting when the reply 10 D% o
Zeit was discussed, the editorial ioard of Pro%emy. at that time composed
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in, Bogdanov and Dubrovinsky, also debated the publication of
B zl;by Gorky.? Lenin himself had invited the latter to write some
e modern literature for the journal,* but when he received an

::; colzu to Bogdanov's and Lunacharsky’s ideas, which expressed an

ligious enthusiasm for the overcoming of the single personal-
:ym::tdur: ﬂe collective, Lenin declared that its public.ation would break
the “neutralicy” of the newspaper. According to Lenin, it was better to be
rotected from Mensheviks' attacks on the philosophical front, where the
gol;heviks seemed to be weak. Lenin wrote a few days later to Gorky.dm
the Mensheviks “will gain if the Bolshevik faction does not dissociate itself
from the philosophy of the three Bolsheviks [Bogdanov, Lumdukay and
Bazarov). In that case, they will definitely win. But if the philosophical fight
on outside the faction, the Mensheviks will be definitely reduced to a
political line and that will be the death of them."? It was certainly a tacti-
cal decision, which seems to contradict Lenin's deep belief that philosophy
mattered as such within the revolutionary party. Lenin himself confessed
that it was a temporary solution: “Can, and should, philosophy be linked
with the trend of Party work? With Bolshevism? I think this should not be
done at the present time.”® For this reason, Lenin stood against the publi-
cation of Gorky's essay, though he knew that his censure would raise end-
less debates: “I know 1 am being abused for this: he wants to stop other
people’s mouths, while he has not yet opened his own!"" Within the edi-
torial board, Bogdanov brought up the question of how to understand the
philosophical “neutralicy” of Proletary as it was claimed in the answer to Die
Neue Zeit. Bogdanov told Gorky that he put the problem in these terms: “if
the board understands this ‘neutrality’ so that it will find and eradicate the
‘empitiomonist spirit’ in essays that don't contradict the principles of revo-
lutionary Marxism, I will not be able to stay within the board, obviously,
since | am soaked in that ‘spirit’ mysel£"*®
The intention to keep the polemics about philosophy away from the
party press did not mean that Lenin disregarded ideological contrasts. At
the beginning of 1908, a new volume came out with several different arti-
cles on the same model of the Studies in the Realistic World-View. This time
it was called Studies in the Philosophy of Marxism,” and collected essays by
Bazarov, Bogdanov, Lunacharsky, Suvorov and Berman, the Menshevik PS.
Jushkevich and his friend losif Gel'fond. The preface pointed out the com-
mon elements among these very different authors: the acknowledgement of
a strict bond between their philosophy and socialism, and a deep interest in
l}uunl sciences and their methods. According to Lenin, “the book, Studies
in the Philosophy of Marxism, has considerably sharpened the old differences
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: uded that “some sort of fight among on the
:f::;;:dmhy' was “quite unavoidable. It would be stupid, bo\\vy::
split on this™® A few weeks later he insisted: “A fight is absolutely inevirahl,.
And party people should devote their efforts not to slurring it over, putting
it off or dodging it, but to ensuring that essential party work does not
in practice.™* But the “neutralicy” of political work could not be adduced o
this 2im any more: “there cannot and will not be any neutrality on such an
issue. ™ Neutrality could only be relative, and the philosophical discussions
should develop with the necessary inflexibility, but in a different field than
the everyday political struggle. “Only so will the faction not be committed,
not be inselved, not be compelled tomorrow or the day after to devide, w0
wte, i.¢., to turn the fight into a chronic, protracted, hopeless affair."*

At that point, Lenin considered it necessary to intervene publicly, though
oot on the party press, against what looked to him like 2 dangerous her-
&y On March 24, Lenin wrote to Gorky: “You must understand [...) that
9nce 3 party man has become convinced that a certain doctrine is grossy
fallacious and hermfiul, he is obliged to come out against it. 1 would not be
kicking up a row if | were not absolutely convinced [...) that their book
:m harmful, philistine, fideist—the whole of it, from beginning
A itaigy b'“dl fo root, to Mach and Avenarius.” Plekhanov was right
woliae &« 3gainst the Machists, but in Lenin’s opinion “he is unable of

1§ or 100 lazy to say o concretely, in detail, simply, without unnec
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essarily frightening his readers with philosophical nuances.” It was time o
out: “at all costs I shall say it in my own way "6

Right away, Gorky reported to Bogdanov that Lenin “snorts like 2 boiling
samovar, puffs in every direction with his polemical steam, and I am afraid
somebody might get burnt."** Lenin was irritated not only by the epistemol-
ogy he had found in the Studies, but also by a possible “religious™ drift, as he
had seen in Lunacharsky’s essay, which taught “the workers ‘religious athe-
ism' and ‘worship’ of the higher human potentialities.”® In Lunacharsky's
opinion, Marxism could not be just a “scientific” worldview, but it should
turn to the “emotional” aspects of enthusiasm and passion for the ide-
als,” to a new “religion of the humankind,” to which also Gorky was very
ateracted. In general, Gorky thoughe that Bogdanov and Lunacharsky rep-
resented: “the beauty and the strength of our party, raise enormous hopes;
in a short time the entire European socialist proletariat will listen to their
voices, and I am ready to bet on it!"”! Gorky, however, admired Lenin too,
so much so that he was sure that sooner or later Lenin would convert to
the new ideology and would find an agreement with his adversaries. Gorky
wrote to Bogdanov: “Lunach[arsky] is right when he says that ‘[ich [Lenin]
does not understand Bolshevism,” but I believe so much in the strength of
his brain that I am sure he will understand."”?

To this aim, Gorky invited to Capri, where he was living, all the lead-
ing figures of the philosophical dispute: Bogdanov, Bazarov, Lunacharsky
and Lenin. The latter made it immediately clear that he had no intention
to speak with them about philosophy. On the eve of his journey to Capri,
on April 16, he wrote to Gorky: “It is useless and harmful for me to come:
I cannot and will not talk to people who are preaching the union of scien-
tific socialism and religion.” Then he announced he had already “sent 20 be
printed the most formal declaration of war,””® meaning his essay Marxism
and Revisionism, which he had written for the volume Karl Marx, 1818~
1883. There Lenin's attack against the new “revisionists” took the form of
an open declaration of support to Plekhanov. Lenin wrote: “the only Marxist
in the international Social-Democratic movement to criticize the incredible
platitudes of the revisionists from the standpoint of consistent dialectical
materialism was Plekhanov. This must be stressed all the more emphati-
cally since profoundly mistaken attempts are being made at the present
time to smuggle in old and reactionary philosophical rubbish disguised as
a criticism of Plekhanov's tactical opportunism.” In order to leave no doubt
about his real objective, Lenin declared in a footnote about the Srudies in
the Philosophy of Marxism his intention to "prove in a series of articles, or in
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agreed ;::: that Lenin stopped any diplomatic effort as soon as he ye, o
::n;: idand: “Aleksej Maksimovich (Gorky] started talking with 1, fimi
Il'ich [Lenin] about the passionate attachment that Bogdanov felg fo, bim,
Lenin, and about Lunacharsky and Bogdanov, marvelously talented, oy
people... Visdimir Il'ich cast a glance to Aleksej Maksimovich, rolled hi
eyes, and said n;r‘y firmly: ‘Don't even try, Aleksej Maksimovich, Nothing

ill come of it."
wd[l:o‘.mk,(;orkymdhi:gucsutalked inamoreorlmﬁimdb.m
net, went to museums in Naples, to Pompeii, approached Vesuvius, fished
and played chess, as is well known from some of the most famous and mog
counterfeit photographs in history.”” Many years later, Bogdanov stated thy
the meeting in Capri had been organized in order to prepare a volume of
Bolshevik essays.”® If that was the aim, Lenin certainly had not agreed 10
participate. At the time, he was already seriously working on his grasp of
philosophical themes. In March, he had already written to Gorky: *I am
neglecting the newspaper because of my hard bout of philosophy: one day
I read one of the empirio-critics and swear like a fishwife, next day I read
another and swear still worse."” For about a year, Lenin almost abandoned
any party work, and wholly devoted himself to the study and refutation of
his adversaries’ philosophy.®® Soon after the Capri meeting, Lenin went 10
London, where, in the British Museum Library, he consulted the literature
he could not find in Geneva. So he sank into philosophical texts he bad
mainly neglected until then. When Lenin had just finished writing One S
M Tiwo Steps Back, Valentinov tried to convince him to read some of
Machs and Avenarius’s works, but Lenin gave all of them back in a couple of
d‘Yf- together with eleven pages of notes with the tide Jdealistische 505"‘&"
:}tch he had underlined twice. Valentinov “immediately convinced him-

that of all the books that had been given to him, Lenin had only le
w Machs, and had transformed them into a real gobbledygook, i
o ‘w";:l::dlcmznd Mach’s thoughts at all. Avenarius's books he :: 3
PR n London, however, Lenin was not only studyins M be
s, but also, and mostly, their European followers, in order ©
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sble to outline 2 general picture of bourgeois philosophy, and to connect his
an adversaries to it.

\While Lenin was studying in London, in the émigré communities debates
and conferences continued to take place, and Bolshevik Machists and ortho-
dox Mensheviks faced one another, according to the usual scheme of the
polemics berween the two factions, which Lenin wanted to overthrow.®
Starting from May 1908, to the great surprise of the Social Democratic
activists and the ubiquitous Russian police agents, orthodox Bolsheviks
began to intervene against their Machist comrades, and to emphasize that
Bogdanov and Lunacharsky did not represent the philosophy of the fac-
don. Particularly momentous was an episode that happened on May 28,
1908: Bogdanov gave a lecture in Geneva about reacting against Plekhanov
and his school, which was later published with the title The Adventures of a
Philosophical School.”®

Foresecing the arguments that Bogdanov was going to use, Lenin sent to
Dubrovinsky a list of ten questions as a draft of a polemical speech touch-
ing on the main topics covered by the book he was writing at the time.
Dialectical materialism was declared to be the philosophy of Marxism, and
again and again Engels’ authority was restated in regards to the "division of
philosophical systems into idealiom and materialism,” in order to conclude
that Mach could be classified among the idealists, as his follower Petzoldt
had himself admitted. Lenin, through Dubrovinsky, provoked Bogdanov
by asking: “Does the lecturer acknowledge that recognition of the external
world and the reflection of it in the human mind form the basis of the the-
ory of knowledge of dialectical materialism?™®¢

In fact, Lenin’s disagreement with Bogdanov was especially serious as
regards epistemology. While Lenin advocated the independent existence of
social being and its inflexible priority in regard to both single and collec-
tive consciousness, Bogdanov deemed that collective consciousness “buile,”
if not created, the social being as its own object. Lenin considered that to
be a wholly idealistic position, and, together with Plekhanov, equated it
with Berkeley’s immaterialism and Hume's agnosticism. In Marerialism
and Empirio-Criticism, Lenin wrote that Mach's and Avenarius’s “cdlaim to
have risen above materialism and idealism, to have eliminated the opposi-
tion between the point of view that proceeds from the thing o conscious-
ness and the contrary point of view—is but the empty claim of a renovated
Fichteanism."® Lenin insisted that one could not base a sound political pro-
Ject on unavoidably subjective knowledge.

The event of May 1908 provoked great bewilderment. Dubrovinsky was

as a “practical man,” without any competence in philosophy, but he
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sympathize with such thoughts, harmful for the interests of our faction, ad
that You cover them with your great political authority."* Lenin angyereg
Aleksinsky with a curt note ending with a vulgar comment and declared thas
he wanted to interrupt any personal relationship with him ¥
Bogdanov protested by giving out a “general point of view”, and 2 link
while later he explained it to Gorky: “in public speeches, moves aimed 1o
discredit and compromise the unity of the faction are nort allowed”, but sych
a statement was rejected by the two other members of the editorial board:
Lenin and Dubrovinsky.®® A few weeks later, on June 23, Bogdanov resigned
from the editorial board of Proletary. The pretext was the difference of opin-
ions about the attitude to be adopted toward the Social Democratic group
at the State Duma,® but the quarrel was not merely about a simple tactica
disagreement: it actually concerned the “leading role of the political organ of
the faction” itself. Bogdanov wrote that his adversaries “expect such a role o
lead the faction along a way decided in advance by the editorial board itself
by mechanically removing all the nuances of disagreement.” Once again it
was question of a different approach to the relationship between the dite and
the masses, the ideological leadership and the party. According to Bogdanor,
the ideological leadership of the faction had to enable the proletarsiat ©
develop its own truth by openly debating different positions; for Lenin, by
contrast, only a leadership that firmly possessed the unique authentic tuth
;ul“:inl‘e;d the masses to victory. With those ideas, as Robert Service wot
bl o;,"" and Empirio-Criticism—the book where Lenin claimed the po¥
0l sure and univocal truth—was consistently “a philosophical 04"
t€tpart to the politics of What Js 5 Be Done?”5!
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Lenin’s book is a very complex work, and not just an essay on phi
as it is enlivened by wholly political, Plﬂionatje and vel:mcnfhm:z.
but it is not a pure ractical gesture cither, as if Lenin’s interest in philoso-
phy could have been completely deceptive, On the contrary, Lenin took the
philosophical problems very seriously. First of all is the question of whether
reality is knowable or not; however, his reasons were not only theoretical,
because, if the reality is knowable and known, then a true theory would
exist, which can lead revolutionary praxis to victory with absolute certainty.
Therefore, Lenin's momentous work is ambiguous in its contents and its
style, and is difficult o categorize. As James White remarked, “at first sight
Lenin's book is an impressive work of scholarship and erudition. [...) From
the sources Lenin wutilized it is clear that he had made an extensive study
of the empiriocriticist school,” but “despite this expertise, Materialism and
Empirio-Criticism is on the whole an uninformative book. [...} The tone is
abusive; at every stage words like ‘nonsense’ and ‘gibberish” are used, leaving
the reader in no doubt about what conclusions Lenin wishes to be drawn
from the material he presents.™? Quotations and references to their liter-
ature are not there to account for the different authors’ thoughe, but they
are shown as evidence of the Russian Machists' subjection to the bourgeois
philosophy: “they slavishly follow the lead of the reactionary professorial
philosophy."®* By juxtaposing different authors from Berkeley and Hume
to Petzoldt and Cornelius, Lenin wanted to show thar all the Machists
belonged to idealism.

The defining point of materialists and Machists was the acknowledg-
ment of an existing reality, independent from the subject, which orthodox
Marxists considered undeniable, since doubting ontological materialism nec-
essarily meant compromising the political meaning of historical materialism.
Actually, the Machists did not deny the existence of reality at all; by con-
trast, in Russia they sided with “realism™ against the “idealistic turn” ac the
beginning of the century.® In their opinion, however, both the object and
the subject were constructions starting from the primary data of sensations.
Bazarov wrote: “it is not us who know, i.e. ‘reflect,’ ‘describe,’ ‘symbolize’ etc.
objects, which are given to us before such a description, but it is the objects
that ‘give themselves,’ or, if you like, ‘are created’ for us (i.e. for our mem-
ory) only within the creative act of knowing."” The central theme of Lenin's
polemics became epistemology: the “theory of reflection” should guarantee
at the same time the independent existence of external reality and the objec-
tivity, and therefore the practical effectiveness, of knowledge, thereby con-
firming the necessary link between materialism and Marxism. Lenin wrote:
“Consciousness in general reflects being—that is the general thesis of all
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the term “reflection” only when talking about “concepts,” whereas oy
knowledge accounts for reality in its complexity and in the contradictory
passibilities of development. At the level of sensation, where the subjecy
immediately relates with the object as a “thing,” which only at 2 deeper
consideration reveals itself also as a “process,” Marxist epistemology
needed only to guarantee the “correspondence” between subjective sen.
sation and objective phenomenon without implying identity. Plekhanov
found support for this point in the theories of LM. Sechenov, a very well-
kaown Russian physiologist who had been Helmholez’s student and who,
like Helmholrz, defended a theory of knowledge according to which sen-
sations are “symbols” rather than “images” of reality. While working in
London, with Western sources more easily available than Russian ones,
Lenin ascribed Plekhanov's “theory of hieroglyphs” directly to Helmholtz,
but he insisted that it was only "an obvious mistake in his exposition
of materialism.™® Plekhanov wanted to turn left “from the Kantian
Helmholtz, just as from Kant himself”, in moving toward materialism.
;':; mkt?. on the contrary, turned right, in coming back to Hume's
€y's agnosticism,
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electricity, etc., which is leading so many astray. ‘Matter di
:eym’ means that the limit within which we mplt\i(hmi known ,:':;:
disappears and that our knowledge is penetrating deeper; properties of mat-
ter are likewise disappearing which formerly scemed absolute, immutable,
and primary (impenetrability, inertia, mass, etc.) and which are now revealed
to be relative and characteristic only of certain states of martter. For the sole
‘property’ of marter with whose recognition philosophical materialism is
bound up is the property of being an objective reality, of existing outside the
mind."” To Lenin, the crisis of modern science represented nothing but a
stage on its way from “metaphysical® to "dialectical materialism,™'*® which
will be able to grasp the processes of natural laws, and not just the images
of objects. However, the basis was always to maintain the so-called primary
being of nature. To Lenin, as well as to Engels, “the necessity of nature is
primary, and human will and mind secondary. The latter must necessar-
ily and inevitably adapt themselves to the former."'”! On the basis of such
an ontology, Lenin deduced the necessity of social consciousness to adapt
to the objective laws of economic development, “objective, not in the sense
that a society of conscious beings, of people, could exist and develop inde-
pendently of the existence of conscious beings [...], but in the sense that
social being is independent of the social consciousmess of people” And he
concluded: “The highest task of humanity is to comprehend this objective
logic of economic evolution (the evolution of social life) in its general and
fundamental features, so that it may be possible to adapt # it one's social
consciousness and the consciousness of the advanced classes of all capital-
ist countries in as definite, clear and critical a fashion as possible.™® In
Lenin's opinion, to reject what he considered a dangerous subjectivist her-
esy responded to the theoretical demand of affirming the unique authentic
truth, and at the same time to the practical necessity of binding political
praxis to the objective dynamics of social transformation.

Such a combination of different aspects certainly makes Materialism and
Empirio-Criticism a sort of “dated” work, thoroughly connected with a cer-
tain historical and political context. It is not surprising that scholars inter-
ested in Lenin’s thought concentrate on his Notes on Hegel much more than
on Materialism and Empirio-Criticism, which functioned as the core of the
official Soviet dogma for decades. In the West, the dialectical Lenin of 1914
has been mostly counterposed to the “mechanical materialist” Lenin of
1909.1% Louis Althusser pays serious attention to Lenin’s first openly phil-
osophical work in his Lenin and Philosophy,'™ although he was conditioned
by his own anti-Hegelian interpretation of Marxism. In the Soviet Union,
Evald Il'enkov undertook an insightful and original analysis of Materialism
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i et dable relacivism, Manﬁm l'fd Empirio-Criticiom
s both philosophical arguments and deliberate insults. Lenin's gigrer
mwho handled the difficult search for a publisher, asked him to sf.
ten the general tone of the work.'¥” At first, Lenin agreed to tone down
some passages against his Bolshevik comrades, but a litcle before the pub.
lication be changed his mind: “We have completely broken off relations with
them. There is no reason for toning them down, it is not worth the trou-
ble™ Anna [inichna asked almost everybody to print the book, includ-
ing Pjacnicky, s partner in the publishing house “Znanie.” Pjatnicky
a‘:sﬁm mwdcf:vr:"ublc“” but, before he could personally go to Capri 1o
persuade Gorky, the writer firmly rejected the idea: *I am against it because
I know the author. He is a great and a smart mind, a wonderful person,
bat he is a fighter, and a knightly deed will make him laugh. If ‘Znani¢
will publish this book of his, he will say:—what idiots!, and these idiots wil
be Bogdanov, me, Bazarov, Lunacharsky.”'10 ov intervened as well
to prevent Lenin's book being published by “Znanie”: “there is no room for
us, where could we arrange our opponents?”'!! Lenin himself doubted from
the beginaing that his book could be published by his adversaries’ publish-
“’8‘“"—99 November 17, he wrote to his mother: I hope for very litde
oﬁl:m Znanie’ iself, the 'boss’ there, who gave Anyura a half promise, s 4
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ton of the Machists, the difficulty in finding a publisher depended on the
publishers’ fear of printing books on philosophy, but aho:?du Machists
fortune, since they “rule everywhere in the publishing houses.!!?

Even before it was published, Russian Social Democrats talked abour
Lenin's book for months,'™ and Lenin insisted that it should be published
as soon as possible: “it is hellishly important to me for the book to appear
sooner. I have not only literary but also serious political commitments thar
are linked up with the publication of the book.”!> When the book finally
appeared, at the end of April 1909, it provoked a certain clamor, but it did
not have the success Lenin hoped for. In the press, a very small number of
apolitical journals noticed the book: in Kriticheskoe obozrenie, 2 certain M.
Bulgakov reviewed Lenin’s book together with his adversaries’ most recent
publication, the Studies on the Philosophy of Collectivism; the journal Russkie
vedomosti published a review by LA. I'in; and in Vozrozhdenie, an article by
A.L Abraamov appeared. In general, Lenin's work was disdained as an ama-
teur’s effort in philosophy.''®

In the Bolshevik press, two quite positive reviews appeared. The first one
appeared a few days after the publication of the book in a journal in Baku.
Its author was an unknown “T-n," who was later identified as the Georgian
Bolshevik Dzhaparidze.'"” Vaclav Vorovsky, a faithful supporter of Lenin,
while reviewing a translation of a book by the physiologist Max Verwomn,
promoted Materialism and Empirio-Criticism. He especially appreciated the
fact that Lenin enlightened Russian readers, who had been dazed by the
Machists."'® Even for the very few enthusiastic reviewers of Lenin's book,
Materialism and Empirio-Criticism appeared as a popular work, oriented to
the Social Democratic base that had been forced to face philosophy because
of the polemics among the party leaders, but still remained ignorant and
inexperienced in the field.

In general, Lenin’s contemptuous tone irritated some of those who
had been looking at the debates from the outside. For instance, Semen
Frank, a philosopher himself, condemned Lenin in a few lines by defining
Materialism and Empirio-Criticism as “the [most] extreme degree of intel-
lectual and cultural decline orthodox Marxist dogmatism has ever arrived
at."!"? Ljubov' Aksel'rod, who shared many of Lenin's ideas, rejected the
"rudeness” of Lenin's work, “which insulted the reader’s esthetic sense.”'®
Not only the injuries, but also the many quotations thrown together one
after the other, were intended to impress an unprepared reader. Bogdanov
considered it a deceitful action that would hold back the development of the
authentic proletarian culture. He stated that “to fill the reader’s brain with
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Nevsky's text, and the preface was included in Lenin's Collected Works, in
1926.13% Bogdanov’s leading role within the Proletkult mass organization
during the 1920s is clearly enough to explain Lenin's new attack on him, as
well as Lenin’s disagreements with Bukharin, who somchow seemed to refer
{0 126 Bukharin himself reproached Nevsky because he had not
considered ‘Tektology', the “universally organized science”, which was the
last of Bogdanov's proposals, and he had just forced it on the old empirio-
monism. Bukharin concluded: "It can be disputed but it is necessary at least
to understand it. Nevsky, however, does not have this minimum require-
ment."127 Lenin’s answer did not allow any doubt: “Bogdanov has fooled
you by disguising (verkleider) an old dispute and trying to shiff it onto a dif-

¢ plane. And you are taken in by it!™'* In that context, it scemed wholly
justified to come back to the old polemics against Bogdanov, and republish
Materialism and Empirio-Criticism. This work, however, was not translated
into other languages until 1927, while others of Lenin’s works were. At that
time, it became a cornerstone of developing the new Stalinist orthodoxy
and, as such, it was imposed on international communist parties all over
the world'?®, Ar the end of his life, Bogdanov noticed in bewilderment that
professors "quote with reverence a childish book [...] in support of physi-
cal and biological theories.”'%° Materialism and Empirio-Criticism is an unu-
sual book, full of political passion and real philosophical questions. But, as it
became the core of Soviet ideology, every actual philosophical reflection was
inhibited, suffocated, forgotten.
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Lenin and Philosophy: On the Philosophical
Significance of Materialism and
Empiriocriticism

Marina F. Bykova

Writing on Lenin and philosophy is not an easy task. The challenges that
one encounters by addressing Lenin's philosophical legacy are of both an
ideological and a conceptual nature.

Until quite recently, the third largest country in the world lived under the
political system that was allegedly initiated by Lenin. The revolution led by
Lenin changed the existing social order of the Russian Empire by transform-
ing the working class into a real socio-economic power, the goal for which
Marx actively fought in both theory and practice. Yet the disastrous evolu-
tion of the Soviet state resulting in 2 highly authoritarian political regime
led to the emergence of the totalitarianism that found its realization in the
Gulag and in the severe limitation of civil and political rights and freedoms.
This state needed its ideology, the theory that would justify its practice and
give approval to its policies. The sought-for ideological support was found
in Lenin, who shortly after his death was established as a superior authority
to which the Soviet state could appeal to confirm its actions. In the eacly
1930s, the Bolshevik Party'—then led by Stalin—was quick to declare
Leninism, social and political principles expounded by Lenin, its new
ideology. This is how a myth of a special "Leninist stage in Soviet philos-
ophy” was born. Initially formulated in the infamous “article by the three
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