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One dogma of dialectical materialism
Fred Newman
Abstract: This essay argues for the revitalization of Marxism based in a clinical developmentalist recasting of dialectical materialism. Key to the analysis is understanding the historical relationship between communism and capitalism and the two systems of thought that are associated with and support them, dialectics and pragmatism respectively. What is explored is how dialectics ‑ a radical principle of change ‑ became conservatized and rigid and failed to serve communism well, while pragmatism ‑‑ a far more conservative principle of change ‑ played a critical role in capitalism`s hegemony. Marx and his follower Vygotsky are presented as (at their best) radically monistic methodologists who rejected the dichotomy between inner and outer reality and understood subjectivity activistically rather than cognitively. Their conception of revolutionary activity, a denial in practice of all forms of objectification (including materialist objectification) is offered as a new, postmodern dialectics.
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This book is dedicated to Karl Marx, one of the great modernist thinkers. May he finally rest in peace free from all he knew and from his opportunistic followers, most of whom knew very little but didn`t know it. (Fred Newman and Lois Holzman, The End of Knowing)
The US psychologist Martin Seligman, who recently completed a term as president of the American Psychological Association (APA), spent the latter part of 1998 promoting a radical new direction for psychology, what he is calling positive psychology. From the pages of APA publications to speeches to civic organizations and interviews in popular magazines, Seligman has been urging that psychology give up trying to `undo the worst things in life` and instead work to `build the best things` (interview in Elle, 1998). His hope is that re-focusing psychology in this way will lead to discoveries about positive emotions and human strengths, understandings that can lead to emerging practices to help people build `psychological muscle` before problems occur, and help us live together better. 

Seligman`s re-focusing of psychology is far from a methodological shift. In fact, he believes that the same tools that have made psychology a science of `victimology` can be successfully employed in a new positive science that studies personal human strengths and civic virtues (Seligman, 1998a, 1998b). It is surely difficult to overlook the utter foolishness of thinking that tools, (even, or especially, psychological ones) work this way - that so fundamental a shift as going from `what`s wrong` to `what`s right` could be accomplished without creating an entirely new methodology. 

But the spirit of Seligman`s proposal - to build a positive psychology - I quite agree with, and have spent the past thirty years working to bring into existence the embryo of a mass psychology of re-initiated revolutionary, developmental activity. Yet, unlike Seligman (and many other orthodox members of the APA and other `institutionalized` psychologists worldwide), I have done so self-consciously and non-institutionally aware of my place within the monumental struggle (the class struggle) between capitalism and communism. My modest efforts as an independent psychologist (a methodologist and, more importantly, a group psychotherapist) as well as a political organizer have taken the basic Marxian worldview as a frame of reference theoretically and practically. But in the practical-critical crucible of group psychotherapy (almost 30 years of practice) and 30 years of grassroots organizing), I have been forced to seriously reconsider the dialectical relationship between the Marxian view (or, more precisely, critical features of it) and human emotional life as lived here in the closing years of the second millennia, particularly in the US. This process has not led me to a rejection of Marxism but to a deeper respect for its capacity to continuously supercede itself. At the risk of sounding shockingly pretentious (i.e., unbearably US American), it is perhaps analogous to the relationship between Einstein`s relativity theory and Newtonian physics. Einstein`s views do not replace Newton`s, but they do permanently transform them by forcing their relocation in a larger (conceptually and spacio-temporally) universe. 

Social therapy (the name we use to describe our Marxian based, dialectical group therapy) has, I believe, helped many with their emotional pain. As well, it has been both the breeding ground and the testing ground for numerous transformations of Marxian and post-Marxian conceptions. This `therapeutization` of Marxism is not simply an application of Marx`s view (any more than Einstein`s work is merely an application of Newton`s); it is, rather, a clinical developmentalist recasting of the classical class analytic, cognitive view known as dialectical materialism. 

Some of the more important Marxian conceptions reshaped by social therapeutics include the conception/practice of power, self, group, meaning and dialectics itself. My earliest therapeutic/analytic work brought to light the critical distinction between power and authority. (See Newman, Power and Authority: The Inside View of Class Struggle, written in 1974, for early articulations of this distinction.) Power is the creative capacity of the group by the exercise of its emotional labor to generate new environments, and authority is the societally overdetermined predisposition of the individuated members of the group to passively accept class dominated, patriarchal emotive environments. In the vortex of the conflict between power and authority the social therapist is, at once, the organizer (facilitator) of the group`s emotive labor power and the potential (or even actual) repository of the group members` authoritarian `instincts`. Thus, in working out the precise nature of this emerging relationship, the group (qua group or individuated, i.e., alienated) changes its relationship to power and to authority, i.e., it hopefully becomes more powerful and less alienated. 

Obviously connected to this work is the group`s practical-critical consideration of self. For self and the profoundly over-glorified orthodox Western therapeutic principle of `knowing thy self` are, in my opinion, little more than a cover-up for individuated alienation. The Marxian notions of species identity and world historic identity are re-tooled to do battle against the Freudian (bourgeois) fear of group behavior. As well, Wittgenstein`s (1953) critical commentary on private languages (and, of equal importance, his philosophically therapeutic mode of teaching it) serves as a kind of humanistic `shock` therapy to help individuals recognize that they do not (and need not and cannot) know themselves since they are themselves. The social therapist (qua organizer or facilitator) works then with the group - not the individuated selves that, reductionistically speaking, comprise the group. To be sure, particular members of the group freely raise and react to whatever they choose and however they choose. Yet, any and all remarks which effectively turn the group into a passive body of listeners as opposed to active participants is quickly (though variously) and powerfully responded to. In a word (a Vygotskian word), the group is consistently organized as an emotive zone of proximal development, or zpd (Vygotsky, 1978, 1987). The various members, each at a different level of emotional development, are encouraged to create a new unit (the emotional group) with a new level of emotional development, i.e., the group`s level of emotional development. This ongoing and ever-changing activity is (as Vygotsky shows for more cognitively structured learning groups) profoundly developmental for all - even the most developed individually. 

Indeed, this process requires nothing less than totally (qualitatively) changing the focus of the therapy group from the individuated self discovering deeper insights into his or her consciousness to the collective activity of continuously creating a new social unit (the emotional zpd). `How well is the group performing its activity?` not `How is each individual doing?` becomes the overriding question. This ultra-focus on activity, i.e., the conversation, does nothing less than transform meaning itself. Reconsidering Wittgenstein from a purer Marxian (and Vygotskian) activity-theoretic vantage point, we reject the simplistic equation of meaning and use (so common amongst many followers and students of Wittgenstein including many postmodernist psychologists) in favor of the dialectical relationship between meaning and activity. The meaning of conversation, we argue, is not to be found in how it is used but in that it is used. 

All of the above radical restructurings are at once based on and inform, in their interconnectedness, my practical-critical understanding of dialectics. The various cognitive classical Marxian formulations of dialectics are, in my view, vulgarly linear, causal, quantitative, academic and naturalistic. Obviously, a serious justification of this claim would require far more space than is available here. However, the responses of the anonymous referees to the paper`s first draft are useful in illustrating my point. I believe that the two referees, known to me only as A and B, are orthodox academic Marxists. (My sincere thanks to the referees for their provocative comments. They worked.) 

Referee A (in the best tradition of academic smugness) says: 

We should stop playing postmodern games with Newman and insist that rather than founding his argument on the bourgeois version of history and the illogic of capitalism he should lend his philosophical wit to critique the Trotskyist tradition of dialectics, the dialectical interdependence between ends and means, which the left bourgeoisie never dare do - which would make a critique of Newman much more convenient and interesting. Why is he flinching at this suggestion? - like a vampire in the presence of a crucifix - just to give him some rope. The betrayal of revolution is not the same as the failure of dialectics, it is the failure of revolutionary leadership - often in the form of the intelligentsia`s prostration before the populist philistine. (personal correspondence, Referee A)

I could hardly believe my eyes. These are the words of an academic referee? No! These are the words of a schoolboy Trotskyist several hours after he has joined his first Trot sect. It is the generic Trot party line. But after a moment`s consideration, it was plain that it illustrated the failure of dialectics (and the international left) better than any example I could make up. For aside from the traditional left-style polemic for polemic`s sake - which is little more than pompous assertion without argumentation (presumably, argumentation might involve `capitalist illogic`) - Referee A offers a characterization of dialectics (`the interdependence between ends and means`) that captures as succinctly as I have ever seen the (bourgeois) revisionist nature of dialectics which I am eager to critically explore. The thoroughly modernist and bourgeois conception of ends and means exposes the instrumentalist bias of virtually all revisionist notions of dialectics. The ends-means relationship (whether we hastily add a notion of interdependence or not) is fundamentally linear and causal. It is quintessentially modernist. Indeed, it is eighteenth and nineteenth century modernism. 

`Capitalist logic` or, at any rate, twentieth century mathematical logic, including Gödel`s extraordinary work on undecideability (Gödel, 1962), comes vastly closer to capturing the essence of dialectics than any version of antiquated end-means thinking. And Vygotsky`s notion of `tool and result,` when taken together with his understanding of speaking completing thought (not expressing it) and the zpd (Vygotsky, 1978, 1987), is light years beyond Trotsky`s bourgeois conception of end-means relationships. Trotsky`s extremely limited understanding of logic is, indeed, not capitalist. It is explicitly pre-capitalist, i.e., feudal, i.e., Aristotelian, and, at the risk of sounding as smug as my referee, I carefully critiqued Trotsky`s bourgeois misunderstandings of logic and dialectics some 25 years ago when I first began my practical-critical work on these matters. (For example, the 1975 polemical essay, `Witchdoctory: the method of proletarian misleadership,` and the 1977 monograph, Practical-Critical Activities.) But what Referee A`s statement best illustrates is the authoritarian revisionist Marxian credo that one must not go outside the accepted texts in considering the world historic issues of human development. Such a position is, in my opinion, absurd and completely foreign to Marx! 

Referee B is less polemical, but equally academic. He (or she) says: 

Newman`s interpretation of Marx`s first thesis on Feuerbach is quite dubious. Newman uses this thesis in grounding his emphasis on the relevance of human activity as the primary (sole) area of investigation and in his refutation of objectivity. Unfortunately it is in this interpretation where dialectics slips from his hands. In the first thesis, Marx writes: `The chief defect of all hitherto existing materialism (that of Feuerbach included) is that the thing, reality, sensuousness, is conceived only in the form of the object or of contemplation, but not as sensuous human activity, practice, not subjectively`. 

The word `only` above is very important. Marx criticizes the one dimensional, non-dialectical understanding of reality as a sensuous object, and rightly emphasizes the importance of practical-critical human activity. But he does not negate the contemplation either, which is an important component of reality, the dialectics between `thing` contemplation, artifact and the societal activity which has produced that artifact. Newman by taking only the societal activity (no matter how important it is) breaks the dialectics between activity and its contemplation and becomes one-dimensional again (no matter how radical his thinking is). (personal communication, Referee B)

But my understanding of Marx`s first thesis is quite different. For on my reading, `dialectical materialism` is no more a kind of materialism than is the `40 hour week` a kind of week. Indeed, Marx`s words offer a critique of all kinds of materialism (as well as all kinds of idealism). As such, they offer a critique of ontology altogether. And the notion (as espoused by Referee B and many, many others) that all Marx is doing here is insisting that we must include an epistemic element `dialectically` connected to the objective (in a kind of means-end productive relationship) to fully appreciate the subjective component of `reality` is to turn Marx into some kind of Kantian. No. Dialectical Materialism is not a kind of materialism. Indeed, it is not an ontological or epistemological position at all. It is, rather, a full blown shifting of the philosophical ground to a methodological point of view - not an interpretation of reality at all but a changing of it! The dialectic is not to be found between the activity and its contemplation (the mind and the body); the dialectic is the complete rejection of `between-ness` in favor of a radically monistic (call it `one-dimensional` if you like) methodology. Again, Vygotsky`s extraordinary discussion of the dialectical unity thinking and speaking captures the methodological essence of dialectics. Activity is not a component of reality; it is a radical alternative to modernist (and pre-modernist) philosophy which objectifies the world. Of course, Marx is not denying the world. But more important, he is not philosophically affirming it. Rather, he seeks to discover a methodology suitable for transforming it. Dialectics as an activity theoretic method - a practice of method - is that discovery. 

The one dogma of dialectical materialism, then, is the belief that dialectical materialism is a kind of materialism, another ontology that ascribes a property (dialectics) to reality or nature, or a kind of Kantian epistemology, one that locates means-ends relationship between artifact and contemplation thereof. 

Dialectics is a method for studying `something` inextricably unified with other. It is a denial of all forms of objectification - materialist and otherwise. What follows is a discussion of the history of contemporary dialectics together with its historical other - pragmatics. For communism and capitalism can only be understood in their unity. 

Some might argue that communism is virtually a paradigm of an ideologically-driven, foundationally-justified system. While to be sure, economic, social, political, cultural and natural conditions contributed substantially to the emergence of communism in Russia in the early part of the century and in China in the middle of the century, the specific character of both was rooted in the theoretical/philosophical/foundational writings of Marx and Engels and their epigoni (Marxism). Hence, it is useful and possible to relate to the last 100 years or so as a laboratory for studying ideologically-driven, foundationalistically-structured systems in relationship to other less ideologically-overdetermined arrangements. 

Liberal capitalism, while not without its own foundations, is, as I see it, much less explicit in (and therefore dependent on) a foundational structure. To be sure, one could make out the case that Marx, as much as or more than anybody, attempted to articulate (albeit negatively, i.e., critically) the foundational characteristics of capital. Yet despite Hobbes, Rousseau, Ricardo and others, the international system known as capitalism developed with much less of a direct imprint of a foundational nature than did communism. No doubt the failure of communism and the success of liberal capitalism is related to many, many material factors. But the ideologically-driven nature of one and the relatively ideology-free nature of the other are surely worth studying. In doing so, we might further refine our examination by considering the successes and failures of the operative principles of change (i.e., the methodology) of the two world systems - dialectics in the case of communism and pragmatism in the case of capitalism. Despite what I believe is the obvious (i.e., theoretical) theoretical superiority of dialectics, pragmatism has served capitalism far better than dialectics has served communism. Why? In the broadest terms, dialectics (constructed along theoretical lines) has been unable to keep communism sufficiently flexible in the face of rapidly changing conditions and has contributed thereby to a structuralist calcification of working (non-working!) communism. 

Pragmatism, almost simplistic in its early theoretical formulation, has `grown up` to serve capitalism well in the transition to postmodernism and an operative anti-structuralist position. In this paper we wish to examine the structuralist, foundationalist bias of western thought within various ideologically driven systems, most specifically science (in general) and psychology (in particular). The historical interaction between communism and capitalism (at once dialectical and pragmatic) will serve as the context for our study. 

Some Thoughts on Dialectics and Pragmatics
Abstractly one might think of pragmatics as being a far more conservative principle of change - with dialectics far more radical. Interestingly, it has not worked out that way. Pragmatics, whose conceptual origins are rooted in considerations of methods for transforming particular actions and/or beliefs (for example, see the writings of Pierce and James), evolves by the mid- and late- twentieth century (in the works of Dewey,. C. I. Lewis, Mead, Quine, Davidson, Kuhn, and Rorty) into a principle for reconsidering paradigms. (For example, see Pierce, Essays in the Philosophy of Science; James, The Will to Believe; Dewey, The Quest for Certainty; Lewis, The Mind and the World Order; Mead, Mind, Self and Society; Quine, Word and Object and From a Logical Point of View; Davidson, Essays on Actions and Events; Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions; and Rorty, Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature and Consequences of Pragmatism.) Dialectics, on the other hand, which begins as a revolutionary anti-philosophical methodology for transforming totalities, ends up effectively useless, although ostensibly (nominally) used to ideologically justify every manner of politically overdetermined nonsense imaginable (`The Russians invented the refrigerator!`). 

Pragmatism thereby takes capitalism from a relatively rigidified nineteenth century free-market bourgeois ideology to a postmodernist anti-ideological arrangement - leaving power remarkably untouched, but the politically all important rationalizations and justifications for it radically altered. Dialectics, on the other hand, becomes a trivial handservant to dogmatic revisionist Stalinism, leaving both power and its justification untouched until total collapse due to rigidity (`inevitably`?) overcame the system. Our concern here is with pragmatism`s remarkable success and with dialectics` abject failure. 

A Short History
Philosophy has about as much to do with science as science has to do with philosophy: like a child and her or his parents, everything and very little! Hence, the term `philosophy of science` (like the field) is something of a misnomer. In fact, it seems to me that philosophy of science and science have less to do with each other and more to do with the common sociocultural conditions out of which both emerge and, of course, are a part. Philosophy of science neither describes nor guides working science which, in turn, only slightly informs the subject matter of philosophy of science. 

That said, when twentieth century science and twentieth century philosophy of science are viewed together (dialectically) they expose a good deal about the sociocultural environment of our current times, in particular, the recent history of bourgeois ideology. The almost childlike nineteenth and early twentieth century US American writings of Pierce and James about quasi-utilitarian criteria for figuring out what deeds to perform and what beliefs to seriously entertain are overshadowed on the world`s intellectual stage in the 1920s and 1930s by the absolutism of European logical positivism, more a reflection of science`s nineteenth century commitment to Einsteinian (indeed, Baconian and Newtonian) Universalism than they were connected to the increasingly indeterminacy-type discoveries (e.g., in physics and mathematics) of the first 30 years of this century. But in philosophy, as in politics, things do not go well for Vienna. Positivism`s twentieth century home (the Vienna Circle) is destroyed, first by Nazi anti-Semitism and then (more positively, peaceably but persuasively) by US American pragmatism. Most notably, Quine`s colossally important essay `Two Dogmas of Empiricism` was published in the early 1950s and inspired Kuhn`s almost equally significant monograph, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (1962). 

Pragmatism (the new pragmatism), now internationally matured into a way of looking at the world (as opposed to its earlier form as US American-style isolationist genteel advice on personal conduct), is then not so much a critique of science as a demolishment of logical positivism - which was an unrequested attempt to shield science from any kind of philosophical attack. Again, bear in mind that science and scientists had all too little to do with what was happening in Vienna (or anywhere else in the world, for that matter). But Quine and Kuhn (the mid-century US American heirs of Dewey, Mead and C. I. Lewis, who in turn owed their philosophical identities to Pierce and James) gave birth to not only the new late twentieth century US American philosophy of Davidson and Rorty but also, I believe, analytic postmodernism - a potpourri of European existentialism and phenomenolism/phenomenology, Wittgensteinianism and social science theorizing (all semi-synthesized by Quinean-Kuhnian pragmatism). And while I am not making the claim that this philosophical revolution directly reflects specific scientific/mathematical discoveries (quantum physics, relativity theory, the undecidability principle, and Gödel`s incompleteness results are the usual suspects), it would be equally ridiculous to claim that they have nothing to do with each other. But perhaps the important point here is not the relationship of the new pragmatism to science but the relationship of the new pragmatism to the world and to world systems. For the new pragmatism has, in my opinion, contributed mightily to capitalism`s late twentieth century victory over communism. Postmodernism is not capitalism`s Achilles` heel; it is its greatest strength, its most justificatory rationalization. 

A most interesting (and perhaps paradoxical) feature of twentieth century science`s engagement of indeterminacy features of science itself is that these features (quantum theory, relativity theory, incompleteness theorems, etc.) have been accompanied by quantitative and qualitative discoveries in the areas in question and, as well, positive practical consequences of great human significance. It is not oversimplified to say that the failed process by which the efforts to show mathematics foundationally related to pure logic (Russell, Whitehead, Frege, Hilbert, etc.) culminating in Gödel`s remarkable incompleteness theorem, led to much of the mathematical work (recursive function theory, Turing machines, etc.) necessary for understanding and developing the computational sciences and technology. (See Gödel`s On Formally Undecidable Propositions of Principia Mathematica and Related Systems (1962).) It has been the capacity of bourgeois methodology (the new pragmatism) to constructively recognize failure (not simply error) that has led to continuous paradigm shifting and subsequent scientific breakthroughs and technological advances. The new pragmatism - with its enhanced ability to perceive the structural limitations of seeming universal truths (from classical mathematics to classical Newtonian physics, decision theory and political economy) and constructively transform such systems of `universal truths` (paradigms) by introducing new modes of understanding (new theories of proof, new ways of viewing objects, space and time, new definitions of moral consensus; in a word, new ways of seeing) - has helped make capitalism flexible and, thereby, practically applicable. 

At the same time, communism has become rigid and irrelevant. For while pragmatism as a principle of change developed in qualitative ways in the course of our century, dialectics remained shockingly mired in Engels` banal nineteenth century model of ice turning to water and water turning to steam (Engels, 1940). It is embarrassing, as a Marxist, to consider the twentieth century`s arid history of dialectics, which never moves very much beyond Engels` naturalism and further and further obscures Marx`s brilliant philosophical observations on dialectics in his early writings (in, for example, The German Ideology). 

How could this have happened? How could dialectics - so promising in its Hegelian/Marxian origins - become so conservatized, while pragmatics - so pedantic in its beginnings - became the midwife to creative new human discoveries and ideological world domination? To me, as a trained philosopher, it was overwhelming to read Kuhn`s Structure of Scientific Revolutions (1962) and Mao Tse-tung`s On Contradiction (1965) side by side back in the 1960s - and choose Marxism despite Mao`s obvious intellectual inferiority. My pledge then and now was and is to do all I can to revivify dialectics in practical-critical ways so that a new postmodern Marxism (not ideologically driven) might emerge which is truly developmental as well as fundamentally democratic and moral. 

Among my earliest steps was our effort to discover the intellectual source of this puzzling paradox - pragmatism`s success and dialectics` failure. Our method was radically practical-critical and involved the continuous creation of organizations that challenged the problematic principles (the foundations) underlying their very existence. In other words (a variation on Neurath`s, 1959, image of rebuilding the ship plank by plank as it travels across the sea), our effort was to continuously rebuild the organizations necessary for the journey we were taking in order to discover how they worked - even if that maximized the risk of their `sinking`. Indeed, the organizational task or object was to study the deep structural failure of the created organization. Some examples: to create a psychotherapy (and a psychotherapeutic institution) whose operative principle - in practice - was to deny the viability of therapy; to create a labor union organization for unorganized (indeed, unorganizable) labor, i.e., people (welfare recipients) who did not labor and, therefore, were at no point of production; to create a theatre dedicated solely to performance and not to the commodified play as illusory social resolution; to create a program of talent shows for youth which thoroughly denied the bourgeois conception of talent; to construct an electoral party whose object was not to win elections but to redefine politics. 

A quarter of a century of this practical-critical activity has yielded substantial organizing success and certain specific understandings of a philosophical/psychological/political sort. In creating such self-consciously `designed to fail` organizations and activities, we were very much helped by the profoundly dialectical writings of Ludwig Wittgenstein (1953, 1965, 1980) and Lev Vygotsky (1978, 1987). Specifically, Wittgenstein`s concept of language games and his ideas about psychology and psychological language and Vygotsky`s notion of zones of proximal development and tool-and-result methodology have been most influential. 

The Myth of Objectivity

As an empiricist I continue to think of the conceptual scheme of science as a tool, ultimately, for predicting future experience in the light of past experience. Physical objects are conceptually imported into the situation as convenient intermediaries - not by definition in terms of experience, but simply as irreducible posits comparable, epistemologically, to the gods of Homer. For my part I do, qua lay physicist, believe in physical objects and not in Homer`s gods; and I consider it a scientific error to believe otherwise. But in point of epistemological footing the physical objects and the gods differ only in degree and not in kind. Both sorts of entities enter our conception only as cultural posits. The myth of physical objects is epistemologically superior to most in that it has proved more efficacious than other myths as a device for working a manageable structure into the flux of experience (Quine, 1963, p. 44). 

In his `Two Dogmas of Empiricism,` Quine specifically deconstructs (long before the term was so fashionable) the logical positivists` foundationalistic essence, viz., the so-called analytic-synthetic distinction and reductionism (both of the perceptual and conceptual variety). But as the above quotation shows, the essay is more sweepingly a cultural critique of objectivity. For in the hands of the Vienna Circle and the logical positivists/logical empiricists, the foundational basis of science (which most working scientists never needed or asked for) lay in its ability as a method to discover the (absolute) truth (if not truths about the Absolute) about the (external) world, i.e., to be indisputably objective. Ironically, in the seventeenth to nineteenth centuries science broke from philosophy precisely by abandoning any such claims. But the logical positivists were, for the most part, philosophers and not working scientists, and therefore sought to `serve` science by this fundamental distortion of how science actually works (which is pragmatically and non-foundationally). 

As I mentioned earlier, in the early years of the century scientists and mathematicians themselves were more and more considering foundational questions. But they were doing so as scientists and mathematicians and, therefore, discovered failures (once again, not simply errors!) which, in turn, exposed not merely new things to understand, but new ways of understanding. Again, such has always been the practical-critical modus operandi of scientific investigation. But logical positivism sought to discover an a priori philosophical foundation for science. Of course, it could not, because there is none there. Quine (analytically) and then Kuhn (more sociologically) exposed just that and, in doing so, they generalized the emerging sociocultural polemic against objectivity and nurtured the birth of postmodernism (especially in the Anglo-US American tradition). 

Objectivity and its philosophical (metaphysical) companion-piece, reality, are - like physical objects - myths or cultural posits, which are, epistemologically speaking, no better or worse than Homer`s gods! Science is not foundationally (philosophically) rooted in its ability to establish the connection (correspondence) between human belief and fact. Alan Sokal, the New York University physicist-turned philosopher-turned anti-postmodernist parodist is himself a parody (perhaps a modern day `logical parodist!`) in his laughable misunderstanding of the history of science (not to mention the history of logical positivism). 

In 1996, Sokal submitted an article, `Transgressing the Boundaries: Toward a Transformative Hermeneutics of Quantum Gravity,` to the left cultural studies journal Social Text and, after it was accepted and published, revealed that it was a parody. Responses to Sokal`s hoax appeared in mainstream newspapers and magazines as well as nearly every left-liberal and intellectual publication (e.g., The Nation, Village Voice, In These Times, Dissent, Times Literary Supplement, and The New York Review of Books). Much of the dialogue, however, didn`t really go anywhere, as both sides took a defensive posture. (Sokal exposed the fuzzy thinking of the postmodern `Masters,` and insisted that the Science Wars was not really a war because many of the scientists who were against postmodernism were politically progressive - including himself); Social Text retaliated by pointing out Sokal`s poor scholarship. Substantively, Sokal argued for the existence of material reality; his critics for the acceptance that scientific laws are social constructions. The `Sokal affair` was also subject of many panels and symposia, including one held in 1997 at the New School for Social Research. conference on Postmodernism and the Social Sciences: Human Agency, Self and Culture at which I responded to Sokal, along with Kenneth Gergen and Linda Nicholson (see Newman, 1999). 

Science is and always has been fundamentally pragmatic. Its emergence as a hegemonic mode of understanding is inextricably tied to its thoroughgoing rejection of any philosophical foundation in favor of being able, in totally practical ways, to predict-explain-retrodict how things work. As the Church fathers sternly and correctly told Galileo, theology is much more able (albeit trivially and dogmatically) to produce exact correspondence between belief and fact, i.e., Truth. But science works. A crude formulation? Perhaps, but not unfair. 

But all of this twentieth century history is a part of the history of pragmatics -- not dialectics. Dialectics, emergent in its modern form in nineteenth century Marxism, comes to be hideously overdetermined by an undeveloped nineteenth century conception of the nature of science. For philosophical and political reasons (they are, sadly, inextricably connected under revisionist, Stalinist communism), objectivity calcifies as a god-like criterion for dialectics (ironically in the name of science), even as science discovers more and more reasons to discard the philosophical, metaphysical fantasy. 

The earliest writings of Marx (a trained philosopher) make plain, in my opinion, his understanding of the practical-critical nature of dialectics. In contrast to Engels` later writings, `nature,` according to Marx, not only isn`t but couldn`t be dialectical. It is, indeed, the wrong kind of thing to attribute the characteristic of dialectical-ness to (the `dialectics of nature` is, in Ryle`s, 1949, sense, a category mistake). In his first thesis on Feuerbach, Marx puts the matter plainly. He says: 

The chief defect of all hitherto existing materialism (that of Feuerbach included) is that the thing, reality, sensuousness, is conceived only in the form of the object or of contemplation, but not as sensuous human activity, practice, not subjectively. Hence, in contradistinction to materialism, the active side was developed abstractly by idealism - which, of course, does not know real, sensuous activity as such. Feuerbach wants sensuous objects, really distinct from the thought objects, but he does not conceive human activity itself as objective activity. Hence, in Das Wesen des Christenthums, he regards the theoretical attitude as the only genuinely human attitude, while practice is conceived and fixed only in its dirty-judaical manifestation. Hence he does not grasp the significance of `revolutionary`, of `practical-critical`, activity. (Marx, 1976, p. 120)

The well-suitedness of dialectics as a method of study is fully dependent on a new understanding of the proper object of study. It is not the object or the thing (large or small) which can be studied; it is activity, practice, subjectivity. Dialectical materialism does not, for Marx, mean the dialectical study of the material organized as things. This is the error of all prior forms of materialism. For not only is the physical object a cultural posit (in Quine`s sense) so is object itself. Indeed, it is not the physicality of the object that is most insidiously mythical and, thereby, potentially metaphysical; it is its formal organization (its shape) as a discrete object of study or discernment. 

The myth of the object (the myths of objectification and objectivity philosophically more related to Aristotle than Newton) has not even served hard science so well, though it has apparently prospered (and continues to serve) ordinary subject-predicate discourse well for thousands of years. The unself-conscious reintroduction of objectivity (as hegemonic over dialectics) in Engels` writings (and to some extent in Marx`s own later writings, e.g., Kapital) is a capitulation to a momentary late nineteenth century romantic conception of science which did not even last in the history of bourgeois science or, indeed, bourgeois ideology. But it remained permanently ensconced within vulgarly revisionist Marxism, as the Stalinist revisionists exploited the monumental methodological error to justify every manner of `scientific` dogmatism. So, for example, simple Soviet totalitarianism was identified with `inevitability` to politically rationalize social policies otherwise impermissible on moral or ideological grounds. 

And so, Soviet and Chinese communism buried themselves under an avalanche of disastrous domestic and foreign policies (especially since the 1950s), justified by a vulgar self-serving primitive and totalitarian pragmatism (dialectics, even of the revisionist kind, became more and more of a non-topic). Meanwhile, capitalism and capitalist ideology continued to qualitatively transform US American new pragmatism beyond Quine and Kuhn and - through Harvard University - to centers of political and cultural power. First liberal identity politics and then a new centrism emerged politically (Clinton is an always crude synthesis of the two) and post-modernism evolved culturally. Communism, as an ideology (as well as an economic system), fully stagnated. The new pragmatism has, without a doubt, won the ideological (as well as the political economic) war. Dialectics, a weapon of extraordinary potential in Marx`s original form, was of no value to communism, never having recovered from its objectified late nineteenth century disfiguration. 

The new pragmatism itself has further developed in these past 40-plus years since Quine and Kuhn, though it appears, in my opinion, to have `hit a wall`. Quine`s 1950s formulation included the puzzling phrase `in point of epistemological footing`. What is puzzling? Well, the concept of epistemological footing appears to many to be as mythical and cultural as either the analytic-synthetic distinction or reductionism. Epistemological footing, in a word, is very slippery. While the formulation suggests a way out of the relativistic dilemma it does so, many thought, by giving a kind of a priori status to epistemology itself and to critical epistemological concepts (e.g., causality for Davidson, 1980). The ensuing years produced much debate on these matters and diminished the new pragmatists` fear of the charge of relativism. So by the 1980s Richard Rorty, US America`s emergent `national philosopher,` speaks of these matters much less epistemologically (indeed, must less logically) and in a far more postmodernist spirit than Quine. He writes: 

Pragmatists think that the history of attempts to isolate the True or the Good, or to define the word `true` or `good,` supports their suspicion that there is no interesting work to be done in this area. It might, of course, have turned out otherwise. People have, oddly enough, found something interesting to say about the essence of Force and the definition of `number`. They might have found something interesting to say about the essence of Truth. But in fact they haven`t. The history of attempts to do so, and of criticisms of such attempts, is roughly coextensive with the history of that literary genre we call `philosophy` - a genre founded by Plato. So pragmatists see the Platonic tradition as having outlived its usefulness. This does not mean that they have a new, non-Platonic set of answers to Platonic questions to offer, but rather that they do not think we should ask those questions anymore. When they suggest that we not ask questions about the nature of Truth and Goodness, they do not invoke a theory about the nature of reality or knowledge or man which says that `there is no such thing` as Truth or Goodness. Nor do they have a `relativistic` or `subjectivist` theory of Truth or Goodness. They would simply like to change the subject. (Rorty, 1982, p. xiv)

Still, epistemology has not been fully expurgated from the new pragmatist world view even by those who, unlike Rorty, self-consciously identify themselves as postmodernists. Hence, Kenneth Gergen, the distinguished US American postmodernist psychologist, still characterizes his new way of understanding or knowing (an approach more narrative than cognitive which allows for - indeed, demands - many stories rather than a correct one called truth) as a `social epistemology` (Gergen, 1994). He sums up a brilliant piece of deconstructive philosophical/psychological analysis of the dualistic metaphysics of the cognitive orientation in psychology by an appeal (albeit an innovative appeal) to an epistemological label: 

When a real world is to be reflected by a mental world and the only means of determining the match is via the mental world, then the real world will always remain opaque and the relationship between the two inexplicable. 

Yet, as we have seen, there is another revolution taking place within the intellectual world, one that not only allows these hoary problems to be abandoned, but invites new forms of inquiry. It is a revolution that extends across the disciplines and which replaces the dualist epistemology of a knowing mind confronting a material world with a social epistemology. The locus of knowledge is no longer taken to be the individual mind but rather patterns of social relatedness. (Gergen, 1994, p. 129)

The limits of the new pragmatism and the profound advances that it has catalyzed seem to have been reached in an unwillingness to give up knowing (still another mythical cultural posit, I would insist) all together. Why? For one thing, the abandonment of knowing might well go over the line to challenging the power relations so sacred under capitalism. 

For while pragmatism (and science) has always worked well as capitalism`s principle of change and has itself transformed in its 100-plus year history, it has never proven capable of withstanding the self-reflexive challenge, i.e., the challenge to itself in totality. Pragmatism is rooted in the rational and abhors paradoxicality. It functions well to generate endless change within the system. But it does not easily rationalize changes of the system. 

Wittgenstein, Vygotsky and Dialectical Psychology
The question whether objective truth can be attributed to human thinking is not a question of theory but is 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 (`Second Thesis on Feuerbach,` Marx, 1976, p. 120). 

More than any other of Marx`s followers, it was Vygotsky (1978, 1987, 1993) who attempted to construct a method `to prove the this sidedness of human thinking in practice`. Equivalently, it was Vygotsky who took up the task of advancing the method of dialectics in practical-critical ways. Sadly he was all but alone in his work. Sickly for his entire adult life, he lived even as Stalin ascended to power and finally died of tuberculosis in his thirties in 1934. His writings were suppressed during and after his life, and it is only in the last 25 years that he is being seriously scrutinized. Many who have studied him have either no understanding of or sympathy for dialectics. In the US he has, not surprisingly, been interpreted more and more as a Meadian-Deweyian pragmatist. But plainly Vygotsky was a dialectician. His efforts were to create a new psychology by developing the method of dialectics along Marxian lines. His overriding methodological concern (like the early Marx) was to discover a proper object of study for human development. Following his mentor, he looked for his answer in the general area of activity. 

It is important here to note that Marx and Vygotsky meant something very different by subjectivity than is traditionally meant by the reality metaphysicians. Subjectivity for traditional psychology references an inner reality symmetrical existentially with the outer reality of the external world. It is precisely this metaphysical dualism that Marx and Vygotsky firmly reject in favor of a notion of subjectivity that is thoroughly practical-critical (i.e., methodological) and thus brings our attention to the `this-sidedness,` i.e., the activity (not the products, real or imagined) of human life. In this, Vygotsky strongly resembles the non-Marxist Wittgenstein who insists in his later writings (in sharp contrast to his own earlier work) that language, to be understood, must be studied as the activity of creating language and not the language product created (e.g., Wittgenstein, 1953). 

Vygotsky, ever aware of the clear (albeit complex) relationship between thinking and speaking, sought an understanding of conscious human activity which did not rest on the dualistic dichotomy between inner and outer reality. Indeed, it was the dialectical unity of thinking/speaking which he eventually clarified in his `theory of completion` that became the methodological centerpiece of his later psychological work and, in my view, his most important contribution to dialectics. 

What was Vygotsky`s theory of completion? It is, it seems to me, nothing less than a characterization of what is essentially human and, thereby, a clear delineation of a proper object of study for psychology. He puts it succinctly as follows: 

The relationship of thought to word is not a thing but a process, a movement from thought to word and from word to thought . . . Thought is not expressed but completed in the word. We can, therefore, speak of the establishment (i.e., the unity of being and nonbeing) of thought in the word. Any thought strives to unify, to establish a relationship between one thing and another. Any thought has movement. It unfolds (Vygotsky, 1987, p. 250). 

The structure of speech is not simply the mirror image of the structure of thought. It cannot, therefore, be placed on thought like clothes off a rack. Speech does not merely serve as the expression of developed thought. Thought is restructured as it is transformed into speech. It is not expressed but completed in the word. Therefore, precisely because of the contrasting directions of movement, the development of the internal and external aspects of speech form a true identity (ibid., p. 251). 

If Vygotsky`s picture is accepted, the endless efforts of traditional psychology to discern and depict the mediated relationship between `inner` thoughts and their `expression` as language in the `outer` society are recognized as ill conceived - if the mediation presumes two different things. For there are not two things requiring connection (explanation), but one process, one activity, requiring study (explication). Human activity in all of its varied organized forms (everyday life, politics, psychology, culture, etc.) cries out for a dialectical explicative understanding, not a causal explanatory characterization. The causal comprehension of the relationships between external physical objects (itself problematic) upon which the modernist model of explanation (the deductive or `covering law` model) is based, has little or nothing to do with the relationship between thoughts and thoughts and between thoughts and their `expression`. Thought to thought `mediation` (by meaning) and thought to language `mediation` (by word or other signs) cannot (without great loss) invoke any form of the causal explanatory paradigm. For human activity is essentially, to paraphrase Vygotsky, an `unfolding`. 

Vygotsky creates the zone of proximal development (zpd) and the notion of tool-and-result methodology to accommodate his understanding of completion (as opposed to expression). With the zpd, he insists that we must study not only the mature features of human activity but the totality, including those aspects which are barely developed, i.e., which are still to become. With tool-and-result methodology, he insists that we be eternally vigilant to the dialectical feature of human production/human activity, viz., that tools are based on what results are needed, but results are based on what tools are used. In his completionist picture and his conceptual (methodological) tool-making, Vygotsky takes us far beyond Marx`s poignant philosophical observations. He offers us important clues as to how activity is to be studied and, as such, gives us a clearer understanding of what it means to study activity. 

In our 25 year experimental project in developing community, we have employed and advanced Vygotsky`s method. It is not unfair to characterize our model of community life as the playing of Wittgensteinian language games (doing philosophy without producing Philosophy) in Vygotskian zones of proximal development (Newman and Holzman, 1993, 1996). Our principle discovery is the use of performance as a critical tool for the study of human activity (see Holzman, 1999, Chapter 5; Newman and Holzman, 1997, 1999). For in performance, we are able to pull the cognitivist-propositional rug out from under language and more clearly expose language (speaking and listening) as activity. For the temptation to truth is largely eliminated in explicit performance. The performatory ability seems to us uniquely human in the same way (though oppositely) that alienation is. We call this performatory activity (following the early Marx) revolutionary activity - activity unconstrained by the ideological conditions which turn activity immediately into product. 

Here then the revolution continues in a post-(unsuccessful) revolutionary moment. For while revolutionary activity might not be the activity of making the revolution, it is an activity that makes possible the understanding of revolution. For it teaches in practical-critical ways the method of dialectics. And, as I see it, it was the failure of dialectics that assured the failure of true social changes in the first place. Some would argue that such a program is far too ambitious in these more reactive than creative times. Yet others would insist it is not nearly ambitious enough. Perhaps it is not what is to be done. But in the spirit of revolutionary, dialectical postmodernism (synthesized with US American new pragmatism), perhaps it is what can be done. 
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