
T H E   METAMORPHOSIS OF MARXISLM 

I 
WHICH is the true heir of Karl Marx, Communism, 
Social Democracy, Bolshevism, or Menshevism? This is 
a much vexed question. The  answer to it depends on the 
angle from which Marxism is viewed. If we stress the 
sociological determinism of Marx, then the Social Demo- 
crats must be recognized as more consistent Marxists than 
the Communists; but if we stress fidelity to the revolution- 
ary spirit, then the Conirnunists show more sign of it than 
do the Social Democrats who have lost it. The  Com- 
munists alone, imbued with the messianic idea of the pro- 
letariat, are really consumed with a crusading ardour for 
the destruction of the old world and the building up of a 
new. And it is because Communism, as distinct from 
Social Democracy, thus assumes a religious character that 
it is hostile to and persecutes all other forms of belief. 

But what are we to think of sociological determinism, 
which gives Marxism the character of a scientific socialism 
and distinguishes it from utopian socialism? 

Marxism is now undergoing metamorphoses which are 
possible only because the old classical Marxism involved 
two radically opposed principles-one materialist and the 
other idealist-and so could transform itself into a system 
contrary to its economic determinism. Economic and his- 
torical materialism was never a complete account of 
Marxism, nor expressed its essential character. Generally 
Marxism has been regarded as the ultimate and extreme 
form of determinism-both followers and adversaries were 
agreed on this. Despite the fact that a materialist, Epicurus, 
was the only indeterminist of ancient philosophy, it has 
been commonly thought that a philosophy of materialism 
must inevitably be determinist. Moreover, the strongest 
impression left on the mind by Marxism was its insistence 
on the part played by economics in determining not only 
the entire development and structure of human society, 
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but also the intellectual and spiritual life of man. No 
place was lcft for liberty and npunraneicy. Nevertheless, 
from the beginning a difficulty was apparent. how could 
a process determined solely by economicr automatically 
bring abour a perfect communist regime, in which reason 
and justice tiould be triumphant, the irrational principle 
conquered, and all life rationall) organized? T h e  material 
economic process, admittedly irrational, could hardlr 
furnish a guarantee of thin. 

However, it must not be forgotten that the thought of 
Marx was greatl, inAuenced by the panlogism of Hegel 
Mar% considered that the Lagos was inherent in the 
material process and that it would conquer. He reversed 
the philosophy of Hegel and transposed, so to speak, the 
ideal principle by inierting i t  in matter. This ideal prim 
ciple, logical and rational, is active in his materialism as 
it is in the idealirm of Hegel, and its results are just as 
rational. Thus  Marx shared the \iews or Hegel on liberty 
as resulting from necessity, as a necesrit) consciaudy 
recognized. His thought, however, like that of others, 
iaried according as it looked torrardr the past or the future. 
Determinism of its nature looks backwards rather than for. 
wards; its tramporition into the future can only be due 10 
P confusion of two distinct planes. Marx always maintained 
that socialism was determined by the necessary economic 
process of the part and that it could not be the result of 
liberty and free creation. But in the socialistic future, the 
determination existing in the part through economics 
would exist no longer. Tha t  i E  why M a n  and Engelr 
speak of the ' j ump ' that must be made in order to pars 
from the region of necesrit) to that of Itberry. T h e  prin- 
ciple of necersit) is not of universal application to all time: 
it bears only on the past. and especially on the past under 
the capitalist system. Though everything be determined 
by necessity in the bourgeois.capitalirt world, i t  will not 
be so in the rmialirt world, because social reason will then 
have attained to the magtery of elementary and irrational 
forces, and social man will be the manter of his own life 
and the life of the world. 
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Sociological determinism can therefore be given an inter. 
pretation different from that which it has had up to the 
present. and this is what the philosophy of SoFiet Com. 
munism attempts 10 do. T h e  sociological determinism of 
Man: was a reflex ot the capitalist world, in which every- 
thing was conditioned by economics. Marv lived in the 
midst of this world, he never knew the era of proletarian 
revolution. and he could not be acquainted with the new 
liberty found there. Russian Communism considers itself 
to be this revolutionaq era, and for this reason i t  can 
develop a doctrine of liberty and of necessity different from 
that of classical Marxism. Hence Sovier philosophy is able 
to Surmount determinism and affirm a particular kind of 
indeterminism. Leninism is no long authentic Marxism. 
although it still considers itself to be such I n  reality it is 
a Mlarxiim bent on mouldmg the future rather than on 
explaining the past. T h e  Social Demonats on the other 
hand, more consistent than the Communists with regard 
to the determination of social development by economics, 
consider that revolution and the proletarian dictatorship 
cannot be produced in every country because this requires 
the existence of a powerful proletariat, created by a 
developed industrial system. But they have not fully 
assimilated the thought of Marx where he is concerned 
with the future, and with the messianic mission of the 
proletariat, which Cannot be deduced from economic 
revolution. These Social Democrats, who pride themselves 
on being the orthodox SUCC~SEOTI of Marx, are considerably 
upset by the fact that in Soviet Russia it is not economics 
that determine politics, but  politics that determine 
economics. Faithful to Marxist determinism they Cannot 
conceive how a revolution and a proletarian dictatorship is 
pssible in an  industrially backward country, with a rural 
and peasant economy and an extremely restricted working 
class. Marx certainly did not foresee such a contingency. 
I n  the Ruirian Revolution the dominating forces were not 
the vcalslier whose presence seemed to M a n  indispensable 
for the proletarian revolution, but  the ideas of Marx con- 
cerning the revolution. Thus  it was not economics and 

1- 



BLACXFRIARS 

productive material forces that determined the mind, it 
war the mind, that ir the Marxist mind, which determined 
the material conditions. T h e  powei of the central cam. 
mittee of the Communist Party can shape as it likes the 
economics 01 a great country. T h e  Marxist ideology is 
supreme, i t  has become an  obligatory catechism, but it 
hears no relation to the actual Eacti. Industrial derelop. 
ment has not preceded Communism as an indispensable 
premise; on the contrary it has been created by Com. 
munirm, as the Fiie  Years Plan witnesses The  develop. 
ment of production which, according to > l a x  should hale 
come ahour under Capitalism, is in Fact being promoted 
under the auspices of Communism, which, in flat can- 
tradictian of the determinist and e\olutionary dements of 
Marxiim, is building up a new norld on virgin soil. 

Russian Communism can do this because it feels itself 
to he free from restraint, in the unhampered enjoyment of 
the proletarian retolution, no longer burdened by the 
capitalist world to which the thought of Marx uas still 
subject. For the Communists the world has become 
plastic, to he moulded like wax to their will; eierr  Soriet 
bouth feels that he can remake the world. Th i s  new spirit 
has wholly freed itself from the w i g h t  of sociological 
determinism: Communist ponver recks no more of 
economics. 

I n  Soiiet Russia rhere is indeed a positi\e obsession Lor 
economics, which dominates ordinary life, hut i t  has quite 
another significance. Ir is a constructive force dependent 
on the pait\. the whole body of the people, a rationaliza- 
tion 01 merything, a le!elling of societv conditioned by 
social reason, vhere all irrationalitv in social life is at an 
end According to the terminology actuall) adopted by 
SoTiet philoiophv, it is not the forces of production which 
rule, hu t  the producer.reactions. that is to say the revo 
lutmnan. class war In other words, it is no longer 
economics but class action which p lay  the decisive part. 
A well organized revolutionary class inspired with the pro. 
letarian Idea, can do anjthing, can turn the world upside 
down, can establish a dictatorship, e%en though i t  be 
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numerically restricted and the country be industrially 
backward. T h e  working class ii a qualitative, not a 
quantitative, category. 'I he rerolutionary minority can 
dominate a countr) or even the entire world if it has really 
caughr the spirit of the kingdom of the free 

1 he Sobiei Communist conception of the world a d d s  
marendism onl! because it has adopted the principle of 
qualit) as against that of quantity ELeqthing is decided 
bb  the quality. the truth, the orthodoxy of the proletarian 
consciousness. A small minority can represent this con- 
&woiess. and the fact that it professes the truth gives it 
the right to rule. Here the quantitative mass of the 
workers is not essenrial A m!itical actkit) is ascribed to 
the consc~ous minorit) of the reiolutionar) class while the 
drnamic power of the idea of the proletariat and the myth 
of its messianic vocation assume fantastic propartimi. It 
is not matter that is active. but man: not as an individual, 
bur as a social being. This conception implies a radical 
change in the Marxist iision of the universe, it preiumes 
a ciiszs of materialiim and a n  attempt to meate a new 
philosophy 

I1 
Only the actual philosoph) of Leninist Marxism, which 

corresponds to proletarian resolution and is yet nothing 
more than a new indeterminism, can explain the fact of a 
proletarian ie\olution and dictatorship in a social environ. 
ment in which according to rhe old Marxist determinism 
they could not possibly he. T h e  Russian Revolution has 
not heen made ' according to hlarx,' though indisputably 
' i n  his name.' l r  WIE effected rather 'according to 
Dorioierskr ' than to Marx, if the latter's name m p l ~  that 
economic evolution determiner socialism 

Economic materialism is the profession of Faith of Rus- 
s i a n  Communim bur it does not explain the Communist 
Re!olution as it actuall? came about. Moreover, Leninirts 
prefer to use the term dialectic moteridism instead of 
economic motei idzmi.  This is not merel) a matter of 
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terminology. In fact, according to the view of the world 
which has now been formed in the atmosphere of pro- 
letarian revolution, social development is not determined 
by economics but by a dialectic; and to ‘dialectic’ is 
given a sense opposed to that of mechanist materialism. 
According to the latter, progress is provoked by a shock 
from without and influenced by environment. ‘Dialectic’ is 
different, it is revolution arising out of matter itself, and 
in the latest philosophy of Marxism it is styled auto- 
dynamism. 

Mechanist materialism is not compatible with an active 
and revolutionary philosophy. This is what the young 
Soviet philosophers have now grasped. Mechanist 
materialism, which accounts for everything by an impulse 
from outside and the influence of environment, is clearly 
incompatible with revolutionary enthusiasm and its belief 
in the possibility of transforming the world. It is true that 
the term materialism remains an obligatory symbol and 
to be called by any other name but materialist is forbidden, 
but in reality materialism is disappearing, the mechanist 
explanation of world-movements is rejected, in other 
words, determinism has been laid aside. 

For ourselves we are more radical and thorough-going 
than the Soviet philosophers; we would say that material- 
ism is a conservative and inactive conception of the world, 
engendered by passive submission to external environ 
ment, and leaving no room for action and creative re. 
action. Even calling it a ‘ dialectic ’ will not save material- 
ism, for as such it is meaningless, a compromise into which 
a dialectic cannot fit. Already Marx and Engels had added 
to the dialectic which they borrowed from Hegel a power- 
fully dynamic, actual, and revolutionary character. T h e  
new dialectic materialists recognize in matter an active 
and dynamic principle unknown to the old mechanists. 
This amounts to attributing to matter an active and 
spiritual principle which is not determined from without. 
This is really what the Leninists hold. Their dialectic sup- 
poses the presence within matter of contradictions which 
produce movement and dynamic development. This i s  
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almost to allow matter an inner freedom, a movement 
undetermined by external environment. The  result is a 
far more indeterminist dialectic than Hegel would have 
allowed. 

According to Hegel, the dialectic process is subordinated 
to ideal logical necessity, for not only is there a materialist 
determinism, but there is also an idealist determinism, and 
it is this last that Hegel taught. Since he held that liberty 
was the result of dialectic necessity, he could not allow the 
world any spontaneity, for to have done so would have con- 
tradicted his panlogism. To him only the rational was real. 

But the Leninist philosophy of the proletarian revolu- 
tion period recognizes the spontaneity, the auto-dynamism 
of the revolutionary minority. The  titanic will of this 
minority, powerfully organized and inspired by one faith 
and one idea, spontaneously and of itself can work social 
miracles. Here indeed scientific socialism which is com- 
mitted to determinist social evolution, is abandoned in 
favour of utopian socialism, which is no longer visionary, 
but has become energetic and revolutionary. Utopia can 
be brought into being by the effort of a vast will. The  
academic objections of Menshevists and Social Democrats 
carry no weight in face of this revolutionary auto-dynam- 
ism. The  old Marxist determinism is thus defeated by 
deeds, by real achievements more forcible than mere intel- 
lectual argument. Indeterminism cannot ignore the resist- 
ance of matter nor be unconscious of the realities against 
which action must be taken. But the Soviet mind under- 
stands these stresses between the activity of social man and 
the resistance of matter rather in the spirit of the earlier 
philosophy of Fichte than in the spirit of materialist 
philosophy. 

What link then remains with Marx? Does his philosophy 
offer any basis for so vast a social indeterminism? I am 
inclined to think it does. There is a dualism in Marx, an 
opposition of contradictory principles. And the Com- 
munists are faithful we may say, not to his science, but to 
his religion. 
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I11 
Though Marxism is an integral, monist, monolithic 

system, from which, according to orthodox Marxists, it is 
impossible to remove a single stone, yet actually it con- 
tains elements diverse in nature, origin and meaning. On 
one hand there is the scientific element, namely its 
scientific view of social evolution looked at from the angle 
of extreme determinism and also of socialism seen solely 
as the necessary result of econoniic development. On the 
other hand, there are its messianic elements, with myths 
and axioms of its own, and its interpretation of social 
plicnomena by a standard of absolute values, and in rela- 
tion to its messianic hope in the proletariat which will 
(according to its ideas) eventually liberate humanity and 
create a new world, where justice, strong and perfect, will 
reign and where the old darkness will be dissipated for 
ever. 

I have often drawn attention to the Judaic-religious 
sources of the belief in the messiahship of the proletariat 
and in the secularist millenium of Marx. The  philosophy 
from which scientific determinism derives, is not adapted 
to such a faith and hope. Hence Marx was driven to create 
the myth of the proletariat, a myth which is active and 
dynamic to the highest degree and operates even where this 
proletariat does not actually exist, and where there can be 
no question of economic determinism. 

In the determinist monism on which classical Marxism 
prided itself, there is, in fact, a break in continuity. It  is 
found in the axiomatic and mythical elements of Marxism, 
in the universal category of exploitation regarded as the 
original sin and the source of all past evils, and in the 
universal myth of the proletariat as the class messiah, 
called to save humanity. It  is found in the faith in a 
glorious future, the ultimate triumph of the logos and of 
reason following on the darkness and irrationality of the 
social economic process which has so far produced nothing 
but wickedness and injustice. It  is found in the hope that 
one day there will be a terrible judgment on the old evil 
world. 

8 84 



THE METAMORPHOSIS OF MARXISM 

It  must be admitted that so far a completely logical 
system of determinist monism has been held by no one, 
less indeed, by Marxists than by other materialists, and 
least of all by Leninists, because such a system is opposed 
to the very nature of the human spirit. The  implicit 
religious feeling involved in judgment of the past and faith 
in the future, in a world to be created by the revolutionary 
activity of man, can never concur with pure determinist 
monism, which lays stress on the secondary problems of 
the relations of spirit and matter, of the psychic and the 
physical, or, as the Marxists express it, of consciousness and 
being. 

But going deeper still, we find in revolutionary Marxism 
an extreme, almost Manichean dualism, dividing the world 
into two kingdoms; the kingdom of Ormuz, of light and 
reason, and the kingdom of Ahriman, of darkness and un- 
reason. These distinctions were present to Marx himself. 
The  bourgeois capitalist world, indeed the exploiting world 
of the past, is that of Ahriman, the world of matter, where 
man is the slave of an all-determining economic. The  new 
proletarian and communist world is that of Ormuz, the 
world of victorious liberty and reason, where economics 
no longer determines life and man is no longer enslaved. 
These are the elements of Marxism which the Communists 
have inherited and are developing into an ever increasing 
indeterminism. The Menshevists and Social Democrats on 
the other hand concentrate on the determinist elements of 
Marxism, on which they base the greater possibility of 
moderation and evolution. 

When the young Soviet philosophers insist that it is not 
productive forces but producer-reactions which count, they 
are not abandoning Marx, as they are reproached with 
doing by the pedants of Marxism. Productive forces imply 
that material economic processes are determined of them- 
selves. Producer-reactions signify an active class war, men 
freely engaged in combat, urged by revolutionary enthusi- 
asrn and energy, in a word, auto-dynamism. Now Marx re- 
jected the formuk of the economists in order to invent his 
own. Over and above economic laws, above a determined 
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world: he set the struggle of human beings, the class war 
and class action. 1 am inclined to think that here lies his 
greatest merit, for i t  is thus possible to develop his thought 
in the direction of indeterminism and admit human hee- 
will. It is true that his views may lead to disastrous conse- 
quences, but they may also help towards a just apprecir- 
tion of human activity in society. 

IV 
Marxism may dexelop in two ways: either as a doctrine 

of social reform based on sociological determinism, or 
towards a social upheaval inspired by a mythical creative- 
ness and ending in free will. 

Social Democrats, who follow the first interpretation of 
Marxism, are tolerant towards religion, which they regard 
as a private affair, and they are not inclined to religious 
persecution. T h e  psychological reason far this is clear. 
They do not consider Marxism to be a religion, but  a 
philosophv that is true only in economics, politics and 
social life. Each individual is thus free to have what per. 
sonal religious beliefs he iiker or none at all. T h e  weak- 
ness of this Social Democracy lies in its drab and grubby 
commonplaceness; it is incapable of arousing the 
enrhusiasm of youth. 

But the Communists, who follow the second interpre- 
tation of Marxism, are fanatically intolerant of religion. 
Far from admitting it to be a private affair. they regard i t  
as public and social: inevitably therefore they persecute it. 
They act on Marx's aphorism; ' Religion is the dope of the 
people.' Here again the psychological reason is clear, for 
they consider Marxism to be not a partial truth affecting 
only the restricted field of social life, but  a complete 
truth adapted to the u hale of life, in other words a religion. 
Hence the right to personal religious beliefs i i  denied to 
the citizen: he 1s bound to profess the faith of Societx. 
Communism in its complete religious and mythical form 
leads to the deification of Societv and to the negarion of 
the \slue of human personality and >ti  freedom of thought 
and conscience, Moreover the! do not understand 
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Socialism merely as the socialization of economics, with 
which we might agree. but as the socialization of the 
human spirit even to $13 depths, u,hich LJ antiChrist. 

T h e  philosophy of Hegel is anti.personaIis1. teaching the 
absolute domination of thegeneral over the individual and 
particular, of the State over the person. Marx inherited 
this anti.personalirm and intensified it, despite other ele- 
ments latent in his thoughr, notably his perception of 
human beings over and above economics. But Communism 
carries this anti-personalism to its extreme: the Com- 
munism of the transition period, the creation of Lenin, 
maker the State absolute; while that which now actually 
prevails makes socict) absolute, a shift from the dictator to 
the mas .  I t  is a return to the old pagan conception of the 
relation between man and the State, wherein the emanci. 
pation of the human spirit from the yoke of Caesar, the 
triumphant achievement of Christianity, is done arcap with. 

Under new and changing disguises Caesar still seeks to 
tyrannize over the human spirit and conscience, claiming 
divine honour. Man must still wage war against Le\iathan, 
the Kingdom of the Beast, who rises u p  under all forms of 
imperialiam, Roman, Byzantine or Russian. I t  takes on a 
new shape in capitalism, which is associated with 
individualism, though actually under i t  there is even leis 
freedom for the individual. Its latest forms are those of 
Communism and Fascism, which also repudiates human 
personality and violates man’s spiritual life without alwavs 
allowing him the element of social justice afforded by 
Communism. 

To defend man, his human dignity, hi3 economic and 
spiritual rights, is the watchword of Christendom to-day. 
A new &ts and a new order, more just and more 
humane, can only be born by the admission of supreme 
ralue to human perlonality. In the name of each and 
every human personality made in the image of God and 
capable of eternal life. the new order of society, the new 
and true commune of men must be organized To this end 
we must discrown all systems of social monism. which, 
because they are imperialist. muw lead to tyrannr. 
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Christianity is essentially a personal system. And we can- 
not believe that an individualistic capitalism is any more 
favourable to personality than is communism, whose anti- 
personalism, we might almost say, is borrowed from it. 

The constructive work our own time demands from us 
is the building up of a social system which shall corres- 
pond to the eternal Christian truth of personality. Such 
a system no more exists in capitalism than in Communism 
or Fascism. It  might be described as a personal socialism. 
It will allow to man creative liberty, but will effect its pur- 
pose nobly, without the vast yet narrow tyranny of Lenin. 

NICOLAS BERDYAEV. 

T H E  POLITICS OF INDUSTRIALISM 

MACHINERY runs according to the laws of mechanics 
and not according to the moral law. This is not to say that 
the laws of mechanics are immoral, but simply that they 
are non-moral. Now the main principle of mechanical in- 
vention is the elimination of waste energy. Of two 
machines doing the same work, that is the better which 
costs less to run. This is the same as saying that the better 
machine is better designed for its purpose; for the purpose 
of machinery is to reduce the costs of production. The  
chief cost of production is human labour. Even the cost 
of materials is chiefly made up of the cost of human labour. 
Stone would be as cheap as dirt if it could be dug as easily. 
Petrol would be as cheap as water if it came down as rain. 
It  is always labour which costs money. I leave out of con- 
sideration here the question of bank interest and interest 
on money borrowed. If interest is not in some way payment 
for effort it is usury, and as such an unjust charge, some- 
thing for nothing, a thing to be abolished as a thing 
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