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Abstract

This paper compares the (relatively little known) ‘materidist didectics of E.V. llyenkov to the
‘critica redism’ and ‘didectica critical redism’ of Roy Bhaskar. The latter author specifies an
ontology of ‘emergence’ and ‘dratification’. He demongtrates that, not only a critique of post-
modernism, but an outflanking of much contemporary Marxist work can be achieved on the
basis of such an ontology. For example, the ‘new didectics interpretation of Marx and Hegel
(Arthur 1993) remains largely slent on the ‘emergence’ of thought from materid body; ye,
critical redism shows that a specification of the mind-body relation is of utmost importance.
Not despite, but because of its great strength, the paper undertakes an ‘immanent’ critique of
the critica redigt ontology. Drawing upon Ilyenkov's interpretation of Spinoza, the paper
argues that the criticad redist articulation of dratification and emergence collgpses into
(essentially Humean) scepticism. The underlying reason for this collapse is argued to be the
non-identity of thought and being generated by the critica redigt theory of mind. On
llyenkov's interpretetion, Spinoza's articulation of mind and body sustains the materidist
identity, as wdll the opposition, of thought and being. Through this identity-of-opposites, the
notions of ‘sratification’ and ‘emergence’ are preserved but raised to a new conceptud level.
Ilyenkov's novel interpretation of Spinoza has far reaching implications. These are illustrated
viaabrief re-examination of the Marx-Hegd relation.
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Developing Realistic Philosophy: From Critical Realism to Materialist Dialectics

(1) Introduction

Sceptician and rddiviam, in the form which will genericaly be referred to as ‘podt-

modernism’ below, dominate much of contemporary academia. Both a basic scepticism as to
the possibility of knowledge and a milder scepticism as to the possibility of any ‘grand theory’

of the ‘modernist’ type, such as Marxism, is common within the arts, humanities and socid
sciences. A correspondingly relividtic ethics is dso prevaent. Criticd redism provides one
gpproach towards a critica appreciation of post-modernism. On the critical redist view, post-

modernism is correct to embrace diversty and to recognise the theory-ladeness of
observation. Yet, according to critica redist tenets, post-modernism fails to recognise that a
mind-independent redity (falibly knowable) is a necessary presupposition of observation.

Indeed, according to critical redlism any human act presupposes a reality independent both of
concepts and of the senses.

Having established the necessity to base philosophy, againgt post-modernism, upon a firm
conception of the mutud irreducibility of subject and object, critical redism clams to
overcome dl conceptua problems, such as that of scepticism, engendered by that digtinction.
To make good this cdlam, critica redism is led to specify, in contradigtinction to any
reductionig ontology, an ontology of ‘emergence and ‘dratification’. Criticd redism
demondtrates that, not only a critigue of post-modernism, but an outflanking of much
contemporary Marxist work can be achieved on the basis of such an ontology. To take one
example, the recent growth of a ‘new didectics interpretation of Marx and Hegdl remains
largely slent on the ‘emergence of thought from materid body,® yet criticd redism shows that
a gpecification of the mind-body relation is of utmost importance (see Bhaskar’' s comments on
Tony Smith in Bhaskar 1993 [Henceforth Dialectic], p. 184 and p. 245). Despite these great
drengths of critica redlism (or even because of them) the bulk of this paper undertakes an
‘immanent’ critique of the critica redist ontology.

The critique has a negative and a positive aspect. On the negative Sde, the paper developsthe
critical redigt articulation of emergence and dratification into a flat contradiction. The critica
redist emergence theory of mind is shown to be untenable given the fluidity and generdity of
human action; more generdly, the critica redist notion of dratification is shown, as a result of
the ‘non-identity’ of thought and being generated by the flawed theory of mind, to lead to
(essentidly Humean) scepticism. On the positive sSde, the basic contradiction of critica
rediam is overcome: a maeridig theory of the identity, as wel as the oppostion, of thought
and being is presented; based on this theory the notions of emergence and dratification are
preserved but on a new and higher levd than critica redism (this is a fundamentd
development, ‘ supersession’ or ‘transcendence’ of critica redism).

The materidist and didecticd philosophy that emerges as the positive aspect of the critique
(and that inspires the negative aspect) is not wdl known. Though a ‘materidism’, the

1 A recent symposium on Marxist-Hegelian dial ectics contained not one direct reference to the mind-body
problem (Science and Society 1998, 62, 3).



philosophy does not embrace the reductionist identity theory of mind labdled ‘ materidism’
and adopted by mainstream philosophy (see Searle 1992, Burns 2000 and Bhaskar 1989, ch.
3). Though a ‘materidist didectics, the philosophy has nothing to do with, indeed is utterly
hogtile towards, the Stainist orthodox philosophy which served to give the term ‘didectica
materidism’ a very bad name. Instead, both the negative and positive aspects of the critique
gsem from the ‘materidist didectics developed by the Soviet philosopher E.V. llyenkov. In
particular, the paper draws heavily upon Ilyenkov's interpretation of Spinoza as providing the
abstract foundation of materidist didectics (Ilyenkov 1977, Essays 1 and 2). [lyenkov’sideas
are little known because he draws upon distinct and isolated debates amongst post-war East
European philosophers, debates that flourished under the temporarily relaxed regime of
Kruschev, only to be choked when orthodoxy reasserted its rule (Bakhurst 1991; Pilling
1980; Bangji 1979).

The paper is ordered as follows. Section 2 presents and critiques criticad redism and
didecticd criticd redism. Section 3 demonstrates how Ilyenkov's interpretation of Spinoza
can be presented as a transcendence of critica redism and didecticd criticd redism. The
section goes on to indicate briefly the novel conception of the Marx-Hegd relation sustained
by this transcendence. Section 4 concludes.

(2) Critical Realism and Dialectical Critical Realism: Presentation and Critique

‘Criticd redism’ is not a settled term and the development of *didecticd criticd redism’ has
caused controversy amongs critica redists. Having outlined the relevant context of the
controversy, and the basic tenets of critica redlism, this section goes on to suggest aresolution
to the controversy. From the vantage point of the proposed resolution, a critique of the
essence of criticd redism and didectica criticd redism isthen put forward.

The Origins and Theoretical Location of Critical Realism

Criticd rediam is located by Bhaskar within a loose hierarchy of ‘redisms: ‘redism’;
‘scientific redlism’ and ‘criticd redism’.2 The terms are ordered by the generdity of their
meaning S0 redism includes but is not exhaugted by scientific realism which in turn includes but
is not exhausted by critical redlism. As used by philosophers the term ‘redism’ does not refer
to any paticular school or podtion. Rather, it has a very broad meaning, connoting any
philosophy that includes some significant degree of mind-independence of things3 ‘ Scientific
redism’ is aterm pertaining to the philosophy of science (both naturd and socid). It refers to
al pogtions that assert the independence of the objects of science from scientific practice.

2 Bhaskar looks at the varieties of realism in Reclaiming Reality (1989) [henceforth RR], pp. 190-191 and
more extensively in Scientific Realism and Human Emancipation (1986) [henceforth SRHE], pp. 5-10. His
definitions will be compared with those offered here in the proceeding footnotes. See also Hausman
(1998).

3 This is the definition given, for example, by The Oxford Companion to Philosophy (1995), pp 746-748.
Bhaksar gives an even wider definition of ‘realism’, viz., ‘any position ... which asserts the existence of
some disputed kind of entity (universals, material objects, causal laws, numbers, probabilities,
propositions, etc.’ (SRHE, p. 5).



Often the criterion for the independence and redlity of these objectsisthelr causa power: if a
thing causes some effect then it is redl. Important authors within this category, from the critica
redist perspective, include Hanson (eg. 1963), Harre (eg. 1970) and Hesse (eg. 1974).4 The
origins of ‘critical redlism’, a subset of scientific redism, will be explained below.>

The mogt prominent advocate of critica redism, and author responsible for its origind
sysematisation (though not its sole creetor), is Roy Bhaskar. Bhaskar offers a particular
realist account of natural science in his A Realist Theory of Science (1975; second edition
1978 [henceforth RTY]) which he terms ‘transcendentd redlism’. He views this account as a
‘gynthess (RTS p. 9) or ‘systemisation” (PON, p. 2) of two strands within the philosophy of
stience: a scientific ‘redis’ srand exemplified by the work of the authors mentioned in the
previous paragraph and a strand, possibly more widely known, associated with such authors
as Kuhn, Popper, Lakatos, Feyerband, etc., emphasising the socid character of science and
the process of scientific development6 (these strands are not intended as precise or exhaustive
diginctions). He advocates a suitably qudified verson of transcendentd redism, labelled
‘critica naturdism’, to account for socia science in his second key book, The Possibility of
Naturalism (1979; second edition 1989), drawing upon socid theory literature; Althusser
being an important influence.

‘Criticd naturdism’ and ‘transcendenta redism’ are now usudly drawn together as “critica
redism’ (RR, pp. 190-191) which, in turn, has come to designate basic “critical redist’ tenets
evident in Bhaskar’ swork, rather than al the detailed arguments of his semind texts and of his
subsequent work (see below). A group of critica redists can be discerned who share, to a
grester or lesser extent, these tenets, some of whom may be characterised as directly
‘following’ Bhaskar (Collier 1994, Lawson 1997, Pratten 1998), others at least clearly
engaged in the same ‘research programme’ within which Bhaskar has become most prominent
(Outhwaite 1987, Sayer 1992, Jessop 1995). Some of this group are, or have been in the
past, associated with the Radical Philosophy journa around which critica redism first came
to prominence in the 1970’ s (the introduction to Mepham and Ruben 1979 is a useful guide to
the journd’s discourse at the time). There is no hard and fast digtinction between scientific
reglists who can be labelled ‘ critica redist’ and those who cannot. Moreover thereis not total
agreement within the criticd redist group. Rether, there is a continuum of opinion within
critical redism which forms part of the wider continuum which is scientific redism.”

4 Bhaskar’ s definition (SRHE, p. 5) is equivalent to that given here. He does not make the causal criterion
explicit, though it is evident in his work, eg., The Possibility of Naturalism (1979; second edition 1989
[henceforth PON]), p. 12.

5 Bhaskar presents his own view of the origin and basic meaning of the term ‘critical realism’ inRR, ch. 9.

6 Thisis a very important element of Bhaskar. The first strand influences what he terms the ‘intransitive
dimension’ of science and the second strand the ‘transitive dimension’. These terms are explained below.
Bhaskar argues that the two strands must be united under one ontology - furnished by Bhaskar himself as
the essence of ‘transcendental realism’ - if their respective insights are to be upheld and positivism
overcome.

7 An author need not openly subscribe to the label ‘critical realist’ to be included within the
characterisation of it presented here. For example, Sayer (1992) never uses the term “critical realist’ but can
be usefully characterised as such (he emphasises the methodological and transitive elements of critical
realism and adds a detailed analysis of abstraction, see below). Bhaskar in a similar manner characterises
Issac (1987), and others, as ‘critical realist’. See RR, ch. 9. - the reference to Issac is given in fn. 30. The
characterisation may best be regarded as one sympathetic to Bhaskar’s own usage of the term; he too



Critical Realismand Dialectical Critical Realism

If the foregoing raises the question of just what the basic tenets of critica redism are, given
that it is not amply ‘whatever Bhaskar writes', then the development of Bhaskar’s work from
his semina texts into what he now terms ‘dialectical critica redisn’ Qialectic; Bhaskar
1994) makes an answer to that question of urgent importance. This is because diaecticd
critical reglism has been given a mixed reception not only outside of critica realism but dso
within the criticd redis community. For one thing, didectica criticd redism is not widdy
incorporated into contemporary critical redist discourse. An example is provided by Tony
Lawson and other critical redist economists, such as Steve Pratten, Steve Feetwood and
Clive Lawson, who mention didectica criticd redism only rardy. Furthermore, there is
explicit unease, even hodtility, towards didecticd critica redism amongst some criticd redids.
Joseph (1998) provides arecent and relatively mild example.

The presentation below will, in avery sripped down way, affirm Bhaskar’s own view of the
nature of critica realism and of didecticd critical redism. In short, the basc tenets of criticd
redism are two-fold: postively, the ontological notions of dratification and emergence;
negatively, the critique of Western thought in terms of the so cdled ‘epigemic fadlacy’. The
basic tenet of didectica critica redism is the notion of ‘red absence (this provides a second
critique of Western thought in terms of ‘ ontological monovaence’ which is smply refersto the
lack of a concept of ‘red absence’). With Bhaskar, it will be argued that the notion of ‘real
absence is implicit in the bagic tenets of criticd redism. The notion crystdlises and claifies
those tenets; its development degpens and extends them to yield didecticd critica redism.
Thus didectica criticd redism is indeed the degpening and enrichment of critica rediam that
Bhaskar declaresit to be (Dialectic, p. xiii).

Basic Tenets of Critical Realism: Stratification and Emergence

The key notions for the critica redist ontology are that of ‘emergence and ‘ dratification’
(Collier 1989, 1994 provides important discussons of emergence additiona to those
scattered throughout Bhaskar’ s work). These notions provide an answer to a smple question:
what is the rdation between the different objects of science such as sub-atomic entities,
atoms, molecules, cdlls, neurons, minds and socid structures? One prominent answer to this
question is that defining ‘reductionism’. On the reductionist view, only one set of objects of
science truly exigt such that al other objects are completely reducible to these ‘ultimate
entities and s0 do not really exist. Given the list above, then the ultimate entities are sub-
atomic; dl the other objects listed are no more than an agglomeration of sub-atomic
phenomena and so have no red or causal atus. Another answer, particularly associated with
‘dudist’ theories of the relation between mind and body, is that two (or more, in which case
the answer could be deemed ‘plurdist’) of the objects listed above (such as mind and body)
both exist but do so entirely independently of one another such that they have no necessary
relaion. The criticd redist notions of dratification and emergence rgject both the reductionist

might characterise certain authors as critical realists who may themselves prefer the term ‘scientific
realist’. The definition is becoming more accepted; for example Sayer (1995) is happy to describe himself
asacritical realist.



and the dudigt or ‘plurdist’ conceptions. On the criticd redist view, the different objects of
science are red; established as such by their causal power. Thus reductionism is rgjected. At
the same time, necessary relaions hold between the different objects such that duadism or
‘plurdism’ isreected.

The relations between different objects of science are characterised by critica redism in terms
of ‘drata. Take the important example of the emergence of ‘mind’ from body (see PON, ch.
3). According to critical redism, some, as yet little understood, (presumably neurologicdl)®8
dructure of the brain and centrd nervous system [CNS] exists a one ‘stratum’ of redlity.
Thoughts exist a another *stratuny’ of redlity. Although science, as yet, understandslittle of the
processes involved, the relation between the (little known) neurologica stratum and that of
thoughts is one of ‘emergence’. Thought is a real and emergent power of some complex
neurologica dructure of the brain and CNS. This means that, without the brain and CNS,
thoughts would not exist but that, at the same time, the brain and CNS are not identical to
thoughts. Rather, thoughts ‘emerge’ from some (as yet unknown) neurologica structure; this
dructureisthe ‘red essence of thought. In critica redist terminology the stratum of thought is
emergent from the (presumably) neurologica stratum below it, and yet ‘rooted in' that
stratum. Bhaskar dubs his theory of mind ‘ synchronic emergent powers materidism’ [SEPM].
The notions of ‘rootedness and ‘emergence’ hold for dl Strata

The basc conception of dratification and emergence outlined above is intuitively gppeding,
especidly since the invocation of any such dratified ontology is conspicuous by its absence
from the maingream philosophy and philosophy of science literature most familiar to socid
stientists. The absence is explained by critica redism in terms of an adherence by the
mainstream to the ‘episemic fdlacy’.® This is the negative defining tenet of criticd rediam.
Bhaskar clams that, in generd, Western philosophy has tacitly, or otherwise, consdered
satements about redity to be identical with or, a least, reducible to, statements about
knowledge of redity. The irreducible difference between knowledge and its object,
subgtantiated by SEPM, reveds such a view to be falacious. The fact that knowledge is
condtituted by concepts and sensations does not mean that al of redlity is so condtituted. Any
ontology must refer to more than just sensations and concepts, it must dso refer to the red
objects outsde of thought. SEPM edtablishes that the ‘red essence’ of thought is some
(presumably neurd) structure of the brain and CNS. This is an essence very different to that
of the objects of thought such as eectrons, atoms, molecules, etc. In thisamost trivid and yet
fundamentd way, thought is non-identicd with, or ‘non-isomorphic’ to, its object (a
‘reflection’ theory of knowledge is ruled out). Thus, the objects of thought are essentidly
independent of the process by which thought attempts to grasp them (though, crucidly for this
process, they may causdly interact with thought). Therefore, statements referring to red
objects (ontological statements) are not the same as, nor derivable from, statements referring
to the process of knowledge acquisition (epistemologica satements). It is an ‘epistemic
fdlacy’ to condder otherwise.

8 Bhaskar leaves open the question of whether or not the structure underlying thought will, once
uncovered, be best defined in neurological (and / or other well known) terms, or in some new terminology,
hitherto absent from scientific discourse (PON, pp. 97-98).

9 The ‘epistemic fallacy’ is defined in Dialectic, p. 397.



Having outlined the defining tenets criticd redism, it remains to compare these tenets to the
defining tenet of didectica criticd redism. Firdly, it will be helpful to daborate upon the
criticd redigt notion of dratification. Then it will be possble to show how the basic tenet of
didecticd critical redism - the notion of ‘red absence - actudly crysdlises and claifies the
badc tenets criticd redism. Findly, a congderation of the generd didecticd criticd redist
understanding of processes, will introduce the new terrain that the notion of ‘red absence
encompasses. Thus didectica critica redism will be argued to preserve and develop criticd
redism.

The ‘External’ Relation of Srata in Critical Realism

On the basic criticd redist conception a lower stratum, such as the neurologica stratum,
provides the condition of existence of the stratum above it. As such the higher or emergent
dratum is necessarily related to the root stratum. On the other hand, the root stratum can
exig without the higher stratum; it is not necessary for the entities a the lower stratum to
produce the higher stratum - neurons do not necessarily come together to produce thought;
equaly, hydrogen and oxygen do not dways combine to produce water. Thus, from this
perspective, the relation between an emergent and aroot stratum is asymmetrically internal.
The higher dratum is necessaxily (interndly) related to the lower stratum but the lower Stratum
isonly contingently (externdly) related to the higher stratum. In fact, a move beyond this basic
criticd redig underdanding of dratification reveds that the rdationships between critica
redist srata are subtle and complex. Callier, for example, distinguishes three different types
of possble rdationship (‘ontologica presuppogtion’, ‘vertical explanation’ and
‘composition’).10 Below, a sense in which a higher stratum can be considered externd to the
sratum from which it emerges will be developed. Clearly, thisis adifferent sense of ‘externd’
to that employed above. The two senses of the term ‘externa’ are complementary to one
another, in this case, despite the gpparent contradiction between them. This subtle
development of the critical redlist conception opens the way for the subsequent presentation
of didectica critica redism, and of the relationship of didecticd criticd redism to critica
redism.

It is helpful to gart from afamiliar type of reaionship, as exemplified by the landlord - tenant
relationship. This is an oft used exemplar of socid reaionships in criticd redig literature
(other typicd examples include wage labour - capital and husband - wife).11 In this type of
relaionship one pole of the reation ‘implies the other pole: thus, the notion of a landlord
implies the notion of a tenant and the existence of alandlord implies the existence of a tenant.
Note that the ‘implication’ holds for both thought and redity. It is possble to condder the
notion of ‘landliord’” without explicitly recognisng the necessary relation to a tenant but that
notion must be at least implicit. In other words, it isimpossible to grasp adequately one pole
of thistype of relaionship without grasping the other pole adequately.

10 Collier (1994), pp. 130-134.

11 Almost invariably, one or more of these examplesis used in expositions of the critical realist conception
of social structures.



The critica redist conception of the relationship between drata (most clearly, naturd Strata)
can be understood in contrast to the type of relationship just outlined. On the critica redist
view, a st of powers a a higher stratum, such as, for example, the powers of water (eg.
boiling a 100 degrees, transparency, ability to quench a thire, etc.) can be understood
adequately without any knowledge - implicit or explicit - of the Structure, a the stratum
below, that generates these powers (H,O as it turns out, in the case of water). Thus, the
notion of a molecular structure, such as HO, is initidly, no more than a scientific hypothesis
competing with other hypotheses to explain observed powers such as those of water.
‘Water’, it's powers (trangparency, boiling point, etc.), has first to be grasped adequately
before the stratum below is uncovered (before HO is brought to light). There is nothing
explicit or implicit in the adegquate notion of powers a the higher stratum that enables the
scientist to sngle out a unique underlying structure defining a new stratum. Ingtead, it is the
task, ultimady, of scientific experiment to evaduate dternative hypotheses, hypotheses that
may, without experiment, remain equaly plausble. In this specific sense the higher sratum
can be said to be ‘externd’ to its root.12 This sense follows from the basic ‘ non-identity’ or
“non-isomorphism’ between concept and object, outlined above. For, this non-identity entails
aview of the ‘fdlibility’ of knowledge that precludes an explicitly or implicitly necessary (one-
to-one) connection between current knowledge and new knowledge.

The Stratified Ontology of Dialectical Critical Realism

The subtlety of the critica redist notion of dratification is well captured and developed by
didecticd criticd redism; or 0 it is argued below.13 The sense in which the relaion between
a higher (emergent) and lower (root) stratum is externd gains suitably nuanced recognition
through the following closdly related features of didecticd criticd redism (al recurrent themes
in Dialectic): the emphasis on difference over unity; the sress on totdities which are
‘subordinae, ‘partid’, ‘open’ or ‘incomplete’ ; the non-linearity of the criticd redist didectic;
the corresponding polemic againgt Hegd and ‘ cognitive triumphiaisn’; more generdly, the
notion of ‘red absence as the keystone of didecticad critica redism. These related features
are consdered in turn below.

It is well known that the relaion between ‘unity’ and ‘difference is granted some
congderable importance within the didecticd tradition. The criticd redig ‘gSratified” ontology
provides a paticular dant on this aspect of didectics. The notion of dratification gives
substance to the didecticd notions of unity and difference. On the one hand, as equd
members of the same hierarchy, drata have an aspect of unity (dudism or plurdism is
rgjected). On the other hand, the strata are not the same as, nor reducible to, one another;
they have an aspect of difference (reductionism is rgected). The question then arises: is unity
or difference of greater weight or sgnificance? The discusson above emphasised that there is
nothing explicitly or implicitly present in an adequate conception of the emergent stratum that
connects it uniquely to the conception of the root stratum. Each stratum is condtituted by its
own sui generis causad powers (and liabilities) which are, as detailed above, adequately

12 This sense is implicit in the critical realist literature but has not previously been made explicit to the
author’ s knowledge.

13 The presentation below attempts to strip the relationship between critical realism and dialectical critical
realism down to its bare essence. At no point, in Dialectic, does Bhaskar offer such a presentation.



conceptudised in isolation from any concept of the root stratum. Thisis ameatter of ontologica
sgnificance. For, if an adequate concept of the emergent stratum does not require the
presence of a concept of the root stratum, then, in reality, there is nothing present in the
emergent stratum connecting it to the root stratum. Because of this then it is the aspect of
difference that requires emphasis within the criticd redist ontology. At the sametimeit is clear
that the diaecticd criticd redist emphasis on differenceisjud that: an emphasis rather than an
absolute dichotomy. This stress upon difference is counterposed by Bhaskar to Hegd's
aleged overemphasis on unity arising (according to the interpretation of Bhaskar offered here)
from Hegd’ sfallure to recognise that the sui generis emergent powers can be comprehended
adequately in reldive isolation.

A second wel known and much contested theme within the didecticd tradition, closdy
related to that of unity and difference, is that of ‘totdity’. Once again the criticd redist
dratified ontology lends itsdf to a particular dant on this issue. Whereas Hegd dlegedly
champions a notion of one single, dl-encompassing and ‘complete’ totaity, Bhaskar argues
for a conception of ‘multiple totdities which may be ‘subordinate, ‘partid’, ‘open’ or
‘incomplete’. The criticd redist conception of dtratification contributes to Bhaskar’ s argument
in a least two ways. Firdly, the sense in which a higher stratum is externaly related to a lower
sratum entails that there could, in principle, be an infinite number of dtrata below any given
drata; these strata could be related in al manner of different ways and there is no reason why
their character should be shaped primarily by the totdity of ther rdations. Indeed, given that
they can be grasped adequately in relative isolation then an dl encompassng totdity must be
of secondary dgnificance. Secondly, the point that a lower stratum is externaly related to a
higher stratum ensures that there is aways the possibility, indeed likelihood, of newly emergent
drata (most importantly, the possibility of new socid sStructures brought about by human
agency), so that the red totdity is forever incomplete and open.

The question of the ‘linearity’ or otherwise of the didectic is most easily grasped in terms of
episemologica issues regarding the nature of the development of knowledge. Does
knowledge display a sngle line of devdopment or is it inherently multifaceted and uneven?
Such epistemologica consderations are addressed below. It is specificaly ontologica notions
that are under consderation here. In ontologicd terms, the critical redist and diaecticd critica
redist gtress on difference - the sense in which a stratum is such that it can be grasped in
relative isolation - lends itsdlf to the view that the relation between dratais not thet of a linear
development of one single thing or ‘subgstance’ rather it is non-linear; it is a ‘legy’ from one
thing to ancther, reflected in the legp from a concept of a higher stratum to the concept of its
root.

Findly, the keystone of didecticd criticd redism, the notion of ‘red absence’, expresses with
precison the subtle nature of the relation between strata within critical redlism as eaborated
above. Theterm ‘adbsence’ is germane because it expresses precisaly (and in contradistinction
to Hegd) that there is, or need be, nothing explicitly or implicitly present in a given sratum
that isintrindcaly connected to the lower sratum. The complementary sense in which a higher
dratum is necessarily related to its root, despite the emphasis on difference, is expressed
through the didecticd critica redist view that the absence of lower or higher dratais itsdf a
meatter of ontology; absences are real. Bhaskar expresses this idea most succinctly - if



goparently contradictorily - in the view that the absence from a given stratum of the lower and
higher stratum is a case of the ‘presence of an ‘absence’. As in the case of linearity, the
motivation for the notion of ‘real asence’ can best be understood from the perspective of the
critical redist epigemology. This is because the move to epistemology entails consideration of
the process of scientific development and the notion of ‘red absence’ is key to the didectica
critical redist understanding of any process (in terms of didecticd critica redism, the move
from a focus on the notion of dratification to a focus upon the notion of process is a move
from the *firs moment’ of diaectica critical redism to the ‘second edge’ of didecticd critica
realism). Once epistemology has been considered it will be possble to present the broader
features of Bhaskar’s polemic againgt Hegdl and to summarise critical redism and didectica
critica redism.

The Critical Realist and Dialectical Critical Realist Epistemol ogy4

The criticd redist notion of dratification yields a conception of the nature of science and
scientific progress (a conception first developed in RTS). On the critica redist conception, the
process of scientific development condsts in the theoreticd move from an effect, & one
sratum, to its cause a the stratum below. The sharp distinction between each stratum entails
that new knowledge is not intringc to current knowledge; instead, new knowledge requires
the effects of new drata to be percaeived, a firgt indirectly. It is the task of scientific
experiment to isolate these effects (creating a ‘ closure’). Once isolated, then ‘old” knowledge
does become important. It is not the intrinsic meaning of old knowledge which is of use.
Rather, old knowledge provides the scientist with analogies and metaphors and the like. In
the face of unexplained phenomena, scientists ‘borrow’ concepts and mode s from established
fidds and ‘gretch’, ‘disanciate’ or distort their meaning in order to produce ‘ hypotheses of
fundamentaly new drata to be, in turn, empiricaly tested. This process is ‘retroduction’ in
critica redig terminology.

Didecticd criticd redigm retans the critical redist conception of scientific method and
progress (see, especidly, Dialectic, ch. 1). The didecticd criticd redig ‘episgemologica
didectic' is little more, in this case, than a gloss on the criticd redist andyss. The didectica
critica redigt notion of ‘absence, highly flexible in its meaning, is introduced to stand in for
both the absence from knowledge (explicit or implicit) and for the corresponding absence
from actua events and the perception of those events, of deeper drata. It is thereby possible
to view the process of science as driven by absence. Scientists are driven to overcome (‘to
absent’) the anomadlies, surprises and the like that arise at a particular level of dratification -
these anomdies must themselves be conceived of as absences from knowledge, and from
actuality, of deeper strata. The process of science thus provides one instance of the generd
didecticd criticd redist comprehension of processin terms of ‘absence’ and of, in paticular,
human development as the ‘absenting of absence' . The crucid point Bhaskar makes is that,
given this view, ‘absences must have ontologicd status and not just epistemologica dtatus, ie.
absences must be real; any other way, the redity of processes in generd would have to be
denied and they would have to be considered as no more than congtructions of the mind.

14 1n addition to Bhaskar's work, that of Tony Lawson (eg. 1997) and Andrew Sayer (eg. 1992) is
especially useful in detailing the critical realist conception of epistemology and of methodology.

10



Scientific development provides aso an example of the ‘non-linearity’ of the didectica critica
redid didectic. The non-linearity of the ‘epistemologicd didectic’ is reflected in the continud
‘digtanciation’ and ‘dretching’ of old concepts and models indicating that the development of
new knowledge is by no means a smooth and intrinsc development of old knowledge.

Summary

Criticd redism and didecticad criticd redism are usgfully summarised through Bhaskar's
critique of Hegd. Bhaskar, in Dialectic, finds a caidogue of philosophicad erors in the
Hegelian didectic. Hegd is dleged to overemphasise unity; absolutise totdity; linearise the
didectic; identify thought and being; and ultimately to deny the redlity of aosence. Hegd is
further castigated by Bhaskar for his dleged ‘anthropomorphic’ view that totdity of drata are
known or fully knowable. Such * cognitive triumphiaism’ must, according to critica redism, be
scotched: the non-identity of subject and object ensures that there is no reason why dl being
must be conceivable being, let done why al being must be conceived of dready; the ‘open
totaity’ ensures that there is dways the possbility, indeed likelihood, of newly emergent drata
(most importantly, the possibility of new socia structures brought about by human agency), so
thet redlity isforever incomplete and inherently impossible to grasp fully.

There is nat, it has been argued, any great gulf between critical redism and didecticd critica
redlism. On the contrary, didecticd critica redism clarifies, degpens, enriches, broadens and
develops criticd redism. The notion of ‘red absence’ is key to this argument. Below, critica
redlism and didecticd critical redlism will be subjected to an immanent critique which issmple
and yet, it will be argued, fundamentd.

Immanent Contradiction of the Critical Realist Notions of Stratification and Emergence

One dmple posshility serves to lead the critica redist ‘open’ dratified ontology into
contradiction. The ontology must embrace the possible existence of a structure (or force)
which will cause, at some future date, the characteristic behaviour or defining tendencies of
other structures to change. In other words the ontology opens up the possibility of a structure
(or force) that will cause present scientific ‘laws to cease to exist. This possible structure can
be termed, metaphoricaly, a‘time bomb’. The ‘time bomb’ structure envisaged here does not
destroy objects in accordance with the ‘known laws of nature as would a litera time bomb,
rather it destroys the world as ‘known' to science, by ending the ‘laws of nature ‘known’ by
science. Though not yet discovered, the ‘time bomb’ could be located at a deeper stratum
than hitherto uncovered by science; or it could be newly emergent; or it could be smply an
isolated and, as yet, undetected entity. Bhaskar’s entire polemica argument for an ‘open’
totaity and his dress on difference provides no coherent response to the sceptical
consequences of the ‘time bomb’ possihility, aswill be explained below.

An intuitive criticd redist response would be to argue that a ‘time bomb’ Structure is possible
but unlikely. The existence of such a peculiar structure would seem a remote possibility given
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that dl fundamenta laws have, gpparently, not changed in the past,1> and no structure likely to
bring about such change has ever been discovered. Now, it should be stressed that the
vdidity of this basic response as such is not whet is a issue. Rather, the question is whether
or not the critica redis (or didectica criticd redist) notion of a dratified ontology can
vdidate the response. The answer is, quite Smply, that it cannot. There is nothing within the
critical redig notion of dratification thet requires a finite set of drata to exist; nor is ther
anything that entalls that al strata should be knowable (nor even potentialy knowable) - the
stress on openness and difference entails quite the contrary. Therefore there is no basisin the
criticd redig notion of dratification to even deem unlikely the existence of a ‘time bomby’
structure and no basis, if such a structure does exig, for science to ascertain when it might ‘go
off’ until the structure is actualy discovered. The fact that a ‘time bomb’ has not yet been
detected, and has not ‘ gone off’, has no bearing on the possible existence of such a structure,
given that there could dways exist as yet undetected structures. Science mugt, on this view,
admit ignorance. But if science can have no idea regarding such important matters then it
cannot clam anything but ignorance as to the future nature of redlity. Science is helpless to
affirm or deny the proposition thet al the laws currently ‘known’ could cease to exist a any
moment. In these circumstances the clam that science currently, if fdlibly, grasps some of
redlity - real objects, structures, natura causes or natural necessity - must be considered
bogus, current ‘knowledge merdly ‘staves off our ignorance (Humel6); science does not
access fundamenta causes and scientific ‘knowledge has no rationd judtification. Present
‘knowledge that is entirdy ignorant of the nature of the world (its underlying structures and
mechaniams) in the immediate future is not knowledge a al.

In the face of this immanent contradiction a criticd redist response might be to rule out any
‘time bomb’ dructure on the grounds that the posshility of such a gSructure generates
scepticiam. It is well known that any atempted statement of scepticism is inconsstent snce
statements are based on reason and scepticism undermines reason (RTS). However, a move
to rule out any ‘time bomb’ would lead the critical redist and didectica redist ontology into a
sdf-contradiction of a different nature. For, SEPM (from which the whole dratified ontology
was derived above) entails that the relation between red causa structures and thought is non-

isomorphic and causd, ie. structures are independent of, and causa upon, the subject. This
mind-independence ensures that the nature of sructures is entirely independent of the
(epistemological) question of whether, and to what extent, they are knowable by humans. In
other words, mind-independence entails that al being is not necessarily concelvable contra
the dleged ‘cognitive triumphidisn’ of Hegd (see above). Y4, to rule out a ‘time bomby

dructure is to assert that al being is, not only conceivable, but actudly conceived of, if only in
anegative sensg, ie. it is an assartion that (somehow) scientists know that no aspect of being
isa‘time bomb’ structure. Furthermore, such a contradictory move would raise the question
of just what it is that prevents the ‘time bomly’. Given the criticd redist ontology, then some
mysterious and omniscient force would be needed to ensure that a ‘time bomb’ does not form
anywhere in the universe; ‘God' being the only candidate. The fact that science has, in fact,

taken place, and continues to do so, does not condtitute evidence againgt the existence of a

15 Thus, the fundamental laws of physics and chemistry are ordinarily presumed to be universal through
time and space. Of course, the nature and extent of scientific knowledge of them has changed and will
continue to do so.

16 Hume (1975), pp. 30-31, quoted in Dow (forthcoming).
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‘time bomb’. The apparent fact of scientific practice up until now implies, a mog, that a
‘time bomb’ has not been discovered or gone off up until now. This provides no rationd
warrant for invoking the ‘God-like' force preventing a ‘time bomb’ from existing and ‘going
off’ in the future (this point echoes Hume once again).

In sum, critical redlism cannot escape the contradiction at its very heart. The non-isomorphic
and causd relation between thought and its object leads to the salf-contradictory notion that a
‘time bomb’ structure could exist somewhere in the universe. The atempt to rule out the ‘time
bomb’ sructure, on the ground that it leads to scepticiam, flatly contradicts the non-

isomorphic and causal relaion of thought and its object. There is no way out for critica
redism. Spinoza's view, by upholding an isomorphism of thought and object, overcomes the
contradiction of critica redism and didecticd criticd redism and, in so doing, provides
coherent notions of emergence and gratification, as will be explained below.

(3) Spinoza's Transcendence of Critical Realism and Dialectical Critical Realism

This section draws upon [lyenkov's interpretation of Spinoza (llyenkov 1977, Essays 1 and
2) in order to transcend Bhaskar’s philosophy. It is argued that, in effect, Spinoza
recondructs SEPM fundamentally so as to overcome sdf-contradiction and provide a
materidist identity of thought and being. Furthermore, Spinoza s view is shown to develop so
as to sugtain nations of emergence and dratification on higher leve than criticd redism, such
that the Humean critique is overcome. Findly, Marx’'s and Hege’s respective critica
developments of Spinoza are discussed briefly and, from this discussion, new light is shed on
the vexed question of the Marx-Hegd relation.

Immanent Contradiction of SEPM

Bhaskar provides a criterion of ‘mind’, drawn from andytica philosophy, that bolsters SEPM
by indicating that thought does indeed generate a didtinctive activity: ‘An entity X may be said
to possessamind a timet if and only if it is the case thet it possesses at t the capacity ether
to acquire or to exercise the acquired ability to creatively manipulate symbols (PON, p. 81).
However, consderation of the essentid features of the digtinct activity generated by thought -
features recognised within critical realism but not explicitly consdered as part of Bhaskar's
discusson of SEPM - reveds a contradiction. The digtinctive festure of the thinking body is
that it modifies its schema (mode) of action so as to accord with the activity of other objects.
In other words, the thinking body must choose to act upon ideas that, as Sayer (1992) putsiit,
are ‘practicaly adequate’ .17 Though uncontroversd, this distinctive feature of human activity
contradicts the notions of emergence and dratification that are tied to SEPM. For, the
‘diginctiveé  activity associated with the stratum of thought is not, in an important sense,
diginctive at dl; ingead, thought essentialy generates a schema of activity which accords
with, or ‘“mirrors, the schema of other objects so of other strata; a mode of activity which is
not fixed to any particular schema of its own but continudly and fluidly trandforming so as to

17 “Practical adequacy’ is not, however, the general critical realist criterion for truth as Sayer would have
it - see Dialectic.
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accord with the many diverse activities of other objects. The criticd redist view that, for every
dratum, there is a unique dructure and correspondingly unique activity, is contradicted;
thought generates activity in accordance with, rather than distinct from, dl other strata.

This contradiction is no mere peculiarity, rather it has ramifications that lead the very notion of
SEPM into contradiction. For, the activity of the thinking body is not fixed to a limited range
of objects. Rether, the thinking body continudly strives to embrace any object that it may
come into contact with. The activity of the thinking body thus has a universal character in
contradigtinction to the particular activities of non-thinking bodies. This means that the search
for some inner structura essence of thought must be fruitless because the associated activity
IS, precisdly, not fixed and 0 can have no fixed Structurd ‘determination’ (limitation). Any
sructural essence of thought, as postulated by SEPM, would have to be ‘God-like’; a
‘miracle structure, containing equivaent structurd complexity to dl other dtrata - a structure
equivaent, in the limit, to the universe, packed somewhere within one brain (and centrd
nervous system); a dructure that would, in other words, contradict the very principle of
Sructurd determination.

It was the impossibility of any inner structura essence that led Descartes (on Illyenkov's
interpretation) to argue that thought instead belongs to a separate substance, viz. ‘mind’. In
this way, llyenkov makes Descartes a far more formidable opponent of Bhaskar (and other
contemporary thinkers) than is often recognised. Still, and as is well known, Descartes could
not explain how two things with nothing essentid in common, mind and maiter, interact and
accord with one another. So in the find analyss Descartes could not provide an account of
mind and body any more rationa than SEPM. He ultimately took refuge in ‘God' to connect
what cannot conceivably be connected. On llyenkov's interpretation it was Spinoza who firgt
overcame rationdly the contradiction of SEPM and of Cartesian duaism.

Transcendence of SEPM

The smple point Spinoza makes is that what has emerged in the case of thought and human
activity is not a power underlan by a fixed dructure. Rather, the complex structura
condtitution of the thinking body is characterised by the ability of self-transformation. The
activity of the thinking body is not forever fixed by its structurd condtitution because its
sructure is just S0 designed as to be capable of sef-transformation over time. The (as yet little
understood) inner bodily structurd congtitution associated with thought is forever changing
itself in order to produce activity in accordance with more and more externa objects. This
immediately raises the question of how this sdf-transformation can be directed s0 as to
produce such activity. Spinoza's answer to this question is presented below. Firdly, it is
ingructive to congder the criticd redigt notion of the ‘red essence of thought in the light of
the argument thusfar.

The sdf-transformation of the inner bodily structure associated with thought entails that the
mode of activity generated by thought is not delimited by this inner structure. Rather, the mode
of activity generated by thought is ddimited only by the objects of thought. In order to
disclose, and explan, the characteristic behaviour ‘generated by’ thought it is to the
relationship between human activity and that of the red objects of the universe that the
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scientist (or philosopher) must turn. In contrast to the case of non-thinking bodies, the
characteristic mode of activity of the thinking body, the true potentid and power of thought,
cannot be comprehended in isolation from the rest of the universe. The ‘powers of thought
cannot be delineated fully a one relatively isolated ‘sratum’, as can the powers of non-
thinking bodies such as water. Rather, the full powers of thought are far from our current
comprehension (given that the red objects so far encountered by humanity are few in number
relaive to the infinite universe). Nor, therefore, can the move be made to some determinate
underlying structure from which thoughts emerge. There is no ‘red essence of thought
analogous to H,O, as the red essence of water. Critical redlism is correct to view thought as
enabled by some underlying structure of the brain and CNS. But critical redlismisincorrect to
view thought as in any way constrained by that underlying structure. For, the underlying
dructure is itsdf subordinate to the imperative of sdf-transformation over time so as to
accommodate red objects. In no sense is the underlying inner structure the ‘red essence’ of
thought.

How, then, is the inner gdtructurd transformation directed s0 as to enable activity in
accordance with externa objects? Spinoza s answer is again Smple. The thinking body must
have the emergent faculty of self-awareness. The sgnificance of sdf-avareness is not as
some sort of inner tap to knowledge (as in the common interpretation of rationaist
philosophy) rather the thinking body is aware of its own (outer) spatid bodily activity. Such
sdf-awareness entails a profound shift in the understanding of the relationship between ideas
and human activity, as compared to SEPM, to be explained below.

The thinking body is an active materid body, amongst other active materid bodies, and <o,
through its spatid activity, the thinking body comes into direct contact with other objects. The
faculty of sdlf-awareness of gpatid activity is the key that enables the thinking body to turn
such direct contact into direct acquaintance with the object. It is well known that the senses,
on their own, do not provide such direct acquaintance (this is the ‘theory-ladeness of
obsarvation). By acting spatialy and transforming its schema of action when externd objects
intervene it is possible for the thinking body to achieve and recognise an identity between its
own spatia activity and that of externd objects. To give an dementary example: by describing
acircle in gpace with its hand the human body achieves a direct identity between itsdf and dl
external objects in the shape or trgectory of a circle. According to Spinoza, an adequate
idea of an object is then nothing but the self-awareness of the spatial activity of the
body identical in shape (isomor phic) to the object.

In effect, Spinoza provides a fundamenta reworking or reconstruction of SEPM demanding a
profound reorientation on the part of any adherent of SEPM. On Spinoza's reworking, the
spatid mode of activity of the thinking body is not caused by the ideas of that body. It is true
that, without idess, intentiona human activity would not be possible but this does not judtify
Bhaskar's view that ideas are a didtinct stratum causd upon human activity; on this road the
contradiction raised above is inevitable. Rather, the idedl consstsin awareness of the spatial
mode of activity of the body. It follows that the patid and ided are two different expressions
of the mode of activity of the thinking body. In other words the mode of activity of the thinking
body has a double expresson; an ‘inner’ expression in ideas and an ‘outer’ expresson in the
mode of spatial activity of the body. This being characterised as a mode of activity in
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accordance with, potentidly, any object. It is important to note that Spinoza has introduced
no eement that is wholly new or absent from SEPM; both Spinoza and Bhaskar employ
concepts such as ‘emergence, ‘ideas, ‘sdf-awareness, ‘practica adequaecy’, ‘language,
‘sensation’, etc. All Spinoza has done is reworked or reconstructed these elements so as to
fathom their interconnection and to overcome the contradiction into which Bhaskar falls.

To darify the argument it may help to couch it in the terminology of didectics and S0 rdlae it
specificdly to didecticd criticd redism. In the language of didecticd criticd redlism, SEPM is
the foundation for the generd ‘ non-identity’ - most fundamentaly of thought and being - which
is the starting point of didecticd criticd redism (see Dialectic, p. 3 and, aso, section 2,
above). In didectica terms, the critique of SEPM presented above shows that Bhaskar does
not push the non-identity of thought and object to the absolute opposition between universal
(mode of activity of the thinking body) and particular (activities of externd bodies). He
therefore fails to recognise the contradiction of a particular structure (that underlying thought)
generating potentidly universa activity (activity in accordance with dl externd objects) - the
contradiction noted, but not overcome, by Descartes. Spinoza achieves the transcendence of
this contradiction by rationally reconstructing the aspects of SEPM to demondirate the identity
of thought and the objects of thought. Thus Spinoza demongtrates an identity of opposites no
more difficult to grasp than the identity that holds between a circle described by hand and Al
externd objects in the shape or trgectory of a circle. Far from being idedidt, the identity of
thought and being arises through the materidist transcendence of the contradiction harboured
within SEPM.

Soinoza’ s Notions of Emergence and Stratification

As outlined above, ‘thought’ is, for Spinoza, a fully materid mode of activity that accords
with, in the limit, all objects in the universe. Though human thought is, of course, a very long
way from reaching this limit and according adequately to the whole universe (it is ‘imperfect’

in Spinozd s terminology) it conggts, neverthdess, in a continua griving towards this limit and

embraces fluidly any object which it may come across. Thought has, then, a universa

chaacter or potentid; a ‘universdisng drive. This diginguishing fegture of thought

presupposes that the diverse objects of nature, according to which the thinking body acts,

must have a universal and essentid aspect. If it is true that the thinking body acts in
accordance with any object, and aso according to a unified schema, then al objects must
have an underlying unity; a unity that is manifeded, or exids, in ther very diversty and

plurdity. For, it is only if objects have an essentid unity that thought as such (thought as a
sngle ‘universdisang mode of activity as opposed to merdy a set of different activities or a
sangle, isolated mode of activity like any other) is possble at al. Notice that, without a
universa aspect to objects, thought could not display the flexibility and fluidity thet it does in
fact display. The explanation of the dructurd conditution of thought as sdf-transforming
would fal and Catesan dudism would indeed be impossble to overcome. For, this
explanation requires that the thinking body moulds or transformsits current mode of activity
in order to accommodate new objects; the thinking body does not ‘start from scratch’ every
time a new object is encountered, rather it adapts the modes of activity thet it has dready
learnt. The universd principles of thought can, then, be nothing but the reflections of the
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universal essence (cdled ‘substance by Spinoza) of the diverse objects of Nature (the
‘universe).

Clearly, the argument above is preiminary and in need of daboraion. In particular, the
agument begs the quedtion: as wha ae the manifedly diverse objects of the universe
somehow united? The self-transformation of thought can only be understood to reflect Nature
If unity exigts in Nature, but does such unity exist and in what does it conas? Spinoza's
answer to this question arises as a corollary of his overcoming of the Humean critique of
‘natura necessity’ (a critique which, it was argued above, Bhaskar falls to overcome). It isto
natural necessity, and alittle known or understood basis for, and conception of, the notions of
dratification and emergence that the argument below turns.

Natural Necessity

Criticad redlism makes the correct and profound observation that the objects of science are
(stratified) structures and their corresponding modes of activity. Accordingly, critica regdism
goes on, goparently quite plausibly, to identify necessty (natural necessty) with each
individual structure (and corresponding mode of activity), or more generdly, with each
dratum. Necesdty, on this view, is comprehended once the underlying structure and
mechanism is uncovered and defined. Yet, as shown in section 2, above, this conception is
ultimately deralled in Humean fashion. For, to argue that necessity resdes in a specific
sructure is to beg the question of how the sructure itsdlf arises; to fail, in fact, to show that
the dructure necessarily exists a dl and to leave out of view any necessary development
further to its necessary process of formation. It is to leave the scientist as merely describing
dructures and modes of activity rather than explaining them; their necessary origins,
development and possible demise. The critique in section 2, above, demonstrated, through the
invocation of the ‘time bomb’ possibility, that the result of this lack of necessity turns out to be
no knowledge of the immediate future and so no ‘natura necessity’ of the sort accessible to
human knowledge a dl.

But wherein can necessary existence be conferred on an object or strata? Can Hume be
overcome? Given the basic principle that critica redlism recognises, but fails to uphold, the
principle of ‘structurd mode of activity’ (in essence the principle of ‘matter-in-motion’), then
congderation of structura interaction over greater and greater Stretches of space and time
reveds a greater and greater likdihood of definite strata existing. Definite Strata must exis,
with absolute necessity, not everywhere, nor for al periods of time, but somewhere, a
sometime. Take, for example, the key issue of the exisence of thought. Any given thinking
body has, quite clearly, arisen from masses of chains of cause and effect which could equaly
have produced, say, a tree or a stone. Thus each thinking human being, indeed, the human
species as awhole, has no necessity to arise; its origin was, in fact, determined step by step
but thisis just a chance occurrence that may just as well not have happened and need never
happen again. However, though it is true that any particular person, or indeed human thought
in genera, does not of necessty arisg, it is reasonable to assume that thought as such, rather
than the specific form of human thought, is necessarily produced by the infinite Red totdity.
It is not necessary, given the complexity of thought, that thinking bodies take the precise form
(structurd condtitution) of humanity, but it is necessary thet, through some or other structurd
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condtitution, a thinking body - a body capable of reflection to the same or to a greater degree
than humans - will occur. Thus necessity, absolute necessity, resides in the fact that space and
time areinfinite Formdly, and conceptualy, the probability of strata existing somewhere, a
sometime, in the infinite universe has a magnitude of, precisdy, one (Sgnifying absolute
inevitability). Thisis because the magnitude of probaility is defined as a (mathematicd) limit
as a number of ‘trids or ‘experiments gpproaches infinity.18 For this reason, ‘Red infinite
Nature is the notion upon which Spinoza's concept of necessity hinges. Spinoza cdls this dl
embracing totdity, ‘substance or ‘God' and the finite things within it, ‘forms of matter’.

The Relation Between Strata

Spinoza's recognition of ‘substance entails a different concept of the relation between drata
to that of critical redism. In contrast to the criticd redist view, srata are unambiguoudy (and
symmetricaly) interndly related; they are necessary developments or transformations of one
another. A higher gratum is a necessary development of a lower dratum. A lower stratum
necessarily develops into a higher stratum. Though it is quite clearly not necessary that a lower
stratum, such as defined by chemicad dements, should aways and everywhere develop the
sructures underlying the powers a the higher stratum, such as the powers of water, it is
absolutdy necessary that somewhere, sometime, in the infinity of the universe, alower sratum
will develop dl the powers of the higher stratum. So, taking three broad ranges of dreata, it
can be sad that the structures and modes of behaviour of inanimate bodies will necessarily,
somewhere, sometime, develop into the structure and modes of behaviour of living bodies;
furthermore, these emergent bodies - ther structures and modes of behaviour - will
necessarily develop into thought; not everywhere but somewhere at some time.

With Spinoza, as with criticd redlism, there is a clear didtinction of red sructures, together
with their characteristic modes of behaviour (mechanisms), from any actud and conjuncturaly
determined object or event. In turn, there is a clear digtinction of actua events from their
observation by humans (underpinned by the reworking of SEPM elaborated above). The
chasm between critical realism and Spinoza s conception lies in their digtinct respective views
of natura necessity and the corresponding understanding of dratification. Criticd redism and
didecticd criticd redism dress ‘multiple essences, ‘anti-foundationaism’, ‘open’,
‘incomplete’, ‘partid’ and ‘subordinate’ totdities, and stress difference over unity (see
above). All thisis counterposed by Bhaskar to Hegd’s aleged closure and over emphasis on
unity. Yet Bhaskar's pogtion collapses to Humean scepticism (if the critique above is
accepted). Moreover, this collapse occurs, it can now be seen, just because of the failure to
recognise one sngle, infinite Redity, ie. the falure to recognise what Spinoza cdls substance.
With every word of his critique of the notion of al encompassing totdity, Bhaskar smply
hammers ancther nall into the coffin of (his notion of) natural necessity and so of rationdity.

Spinoza' s notion of dratification overcomes both Humean scepticism and Bhaskar's (in any
case Hf-contradictory) critique of the notion of an al encompassing unity. Just as Bhaskar

18 |n this particular example, the notion of probability as a ‘propensity’ coincides with the view of the
magnitude of probability as the limiting relative frequency over ‘trials'. Note that these ‘trials' are not
observable, as would be the case for the usual definition of the ‘limiting relative frequency’ view of
probability.
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recognises that objects and events are a contingent conjunctures of strata, so does Spinoza.
Only, Spinoza is actudly able to sudan his philosophy without collgpsng to Humean
scepticism because, unlike Bhaskar, he recognises that strata are necessary developments of
one another and, as such, eterna potentia (attributes) of a single unified totality (substance).
Any object is a contingent conjuncture of necessarily related strata and, as such, must be
comprehended as a ‘specific form of matter’. As ‘matter’ objects are identica, united; as
specific forms of matter they are different. Unity and difference are insgparably bound up in
any object such that unity and difference require equal emphasis in contradistinction to
didectica critica redism: any object is, then, precisdy a‘ unity of unity and difference’.

What does the above imply for the diaectica criticd redist notion of ‘aosence ? It has been
shown above that, unlike didectica critica redism, Spinoza understands objects, and their
concepts, as having an implicit agpect of unity, as being interndly rdated to the Red infinite
totdity. Thus the infinite totaity is not completely absent from a given sratum. Neither the
criticd redigt view that a sratum can be grasped in isolation from the stratum below nor the
view that the existence of one dratum must everywhere imply the existence of the emergent
sratum (as the existence of a landiord must everywhere imply the existence of a tenant), is
entailed in Spinoza's conception. Spinoza recognises that a lower stratum can exist without
developing into a higher dratum, as does Bhaskar, but, unlike Bhaskar, Spinoza dso
recognises that the lower stratum must develop into the higher stratum somewhere, at
sometime. In this sense, the higher stratum is implicit in the lower stratum, both conceptudly
and in redlity. Thus drata are dwaysinherent potentia of the present; they are implicit in the
present and not absent from it. The didecticd criticd redist notion of red absence would
destroy the crucid festures of Spinoza's view, the implicit and eterna presence of dl
atributes of substance (strata).

Epistemology

Spinoza s epistemology can usefully be presented in terms of the ‘litmus test’” for philasophy
proposed by criticd realism. From RTS onwards, Bhaskar, and many other criticd redists
have staked the worth of their view on its ability to sustain an intelligible conception of science
(Lawson 1997, pp. 58-61, provides a particularly clear statement to this effect). The
chdlenge for dternaive views has dways been to better the criticd redist conception of the
ontology presupposed by scientific practice (an ontology that Bhaskar clams in Dialectic to
be presupposed by any human act whatsoever). And, while modestly holding out the
possibility, indeed likelihood, that critica realism may one day be superseded, critica redigts
remain convinced that a leaest ‘ something like' the basic critica redigt dratified ontology must
be true, given the nature of scientific practice. If the foregoing shows the critica redist
ontology to be untenable so failing the ‘litmus test’, and that Spinoza s philosophy may, a firs
sght, appear to be ‘something like' criticd redism but isin fact on an atogether higher levd,
then it dill remains to be demongtrated that Spinoza can pass the ‘litmus test” and uphold
scientific practice. This demondration is carried out below.

As detaled in section 2, above, criticd redism conceives of scientific progress in terms of the

process of ‘retroduction’. Scientists ‘borrow’ models from established fields elsewhere and
‘dretch’, ‘diganciate or distort their meaning in order to produce ‘hypotheses of
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fundamentaly new drata to be empiricaly tested. Spinoza's conception does not deny that a
process such as retroduction is highly evident in science and that analogy, metaphor, etc., isa
ubiquitous scientific phenomenon. The success of critica redism liesin part, no doubt, on its
detailed description of these surface features of science. However, the notion of diaectical
logic opened up by Spinoza's view is most emphaticaly not merely a ‘logic of andogy and
metaphor’; it is a mistake to view scientists as being led by such a logic - however they
themsalves understand their activities (as Bhaskar often points out, the best of scientists often
misconstrue the methodology implicit in their own work). Didecticd logic penetrates benegth
these surface features of science in order to provide a relatively little known yet chdlenging
comprehension of epistemology and so of scientific practice.

The isomorphism of thought and object upheld by Spinoza means that knowledge is not reliant
on (tested againgt) the effects of objects where those effects are non-isomorphic to their
cause. On the contrary, even before scientific practice begins, the scientist has learnt to act in
accordance with a great many objects (actions ‘mirroring’, or ‘isomorphic to’, objects); her
ideas are thereby inner expressions of an isomorphism of human spatid bodily activity with the
activity of a great many objects. And through the practicd activity of science, practicd
intervention to trigger mechanisms (to creete closure), the scientist learns to further develop
her mode of activity to accord with the specialised objects of science (strata). Furthermore,
the ontology outlined above demondrates that these drata are unambiguoudy internaly
related to eachother, and to strata yet to be discovered by science. Specificaly, known or
unknown drata are necessary developments of one another. A higher stratum is a necessary
development of a lower stratum. A lower sratum necessarily develops into a higher stratum.
Thus the fundamental task for the scientist isnot to take old knowledge, externdly related to
unknown dtrata, and dretch, distort or ‘disanciate’ its meaning to reach a modd or
hypothesis of an entiredly new (absent) entity. Rather, the task is to interconnect the rea
drata; to fathom ther rdation in a hierarchy of necessary development. Only through such a
hierarchy can ether the unity of, or the difference between, real objects be grasped.

Of course, only a smdl portion of the universe is open to scrutiny by humans so thet that the
process of fathoming interconnection in terms of necessary development must entall an
atempt a comprehension that (however imperfectly) goes way beyond the actudly
encountered drata; an attempt to achieve knowledge of dl drata From this follows the
Spinozis understanding of the nature of human error; the manifest and high degree of
‘imperfection’ of finite, human thought as Spinoza puts it. Error does not lie fundamentaly in a
failed analogy, with respect to effects non-isomorphic to their cause. That isto say, error does
not lie in a lack of objectivity. This is because concepts are isomorphic to their object and
therefore quite objective. Instead, error liesin alack of interconnection, alack of recognition
of the true necessary development of dtrata, rooted in a failure to grasp the truly universal
aspects of given objects (and their concepts) and a corresponding over-extension of partia
truths. Error is, then, an eevation of amerely contingent phenomenon into a universa attribute
of subgtance (auniversa truth). On this view, al concepts are true (isomorphic) to their object
- the crucid question concerns just what aspect of the object is comprehended (acted upon):
isit atruly universal agpect or merely a contingent occurrence?
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Of vitd importance, and in contrast to criticd redism (and other well known philosophies) is
Spinoza's recognition that the objects of science do have an aspect of universaity, and that
this aspect conggs in their being an ingtantiation of strata (form of matter), where the various
drata condtitute a single hierarchy of necessary development. Thus the task to fathom this
universal aspect of objects, hence ther differences dso, isadifficult but not impossible task. It
follows that the fundamenta advances in science entail a reworking, or recongtruction, of the
necessary development of given concepts according to a principle that had previoudy
remained implicit but had not been explicitly comprehended. To illudtrate this view, consider
the ‘time bomb’ scenario, shown above to be so damaging to critical redism. For Spinoza,
such a scenario is easy to dismiss because, quite Smply, the invocation of a ‘time bomb’ - an
entity or force that will at some future date abolish the laws of Nature - is an invocation of
something that is not an intrinsic development of current knowledge or currently
encountered strata. Unlike the critica redigt view, the scientist is not at liberty to concoct
just whatever notion of new drata that she pleases; ill less to concoct a sef-contradictory
notion of a‘time bomb’; rather, the task isto fathom the inner connection of phenomena more
and more deeply and adequately. As more and more objects are embraced by thought (so
spatid body activity), then a more and more degp and adequate grasp of the inner
development of things is achieved. Apparent ‘jumps of thought are no more than reworkings
of ‘old" knowledge to reved new dtrata, new laws, etc., previoudy implicit. The development
of knowledgeis, in thissense, ‘linear’ in contradistinction to the critica redist view.

It is worth referring back to what created the whole difficulty for critical redism regarding the
notion of a ‘time bomb’ and the resulting collgpse to scepticiam: the conception of the
relationship between thought and being. It was shown above that critica redism is absolutely
precluded from ruling out a ‘time bomb’ structure due to the non-isomorphism of thought and
object (non-identity of thought and being) generated by SEPM. Y et, no sdf-contradiction is
entailed in ruling out a ‘time bomb’ given the isomorphiam of thought and object upheld by
Spinoza's reworking of SEPM. Rather, the notion of such a ‘time bomb’ can be ruled out
conggtently by Spinoza, for it is inconsgstent with, indeed quite dien to, his philosophy. From
this flows the more generd point thet, a the heart of any philasophy, must lie some conception
of the relation of thought and being, and an argument that only a materidist identity theory of
thisreation is, ultimately, rationd.

(Tentative) Illustration

The move which can loosdly be referred to as a development from a ‘Newtonian’ to an
‘Eingeinian’ conception of the universe gppears to provide an illudration of the above
themes.19 Mogt obvioudy, the view of error isilludtrated, firstly, on a quantitative bas's, by the
goproximation to a ‘Newtonian world by Eingein's equations a a limited range of
magnitudes of rdevant variables. The Newtonian world view thus incorrectly takes a limited,
partid truth (an equation that is approximately true within a given range of magnitudes) as
holding universdly (as holding outside the given range of magnitudes). On a quditative basis, it
isadso clear that Newton's notions of absolute space and time, and so the law that matter is at

19 |lyenkov does not use this illustration and | am not a natural scientist, let alone and expert on Einstein,
hence the illustration is ‘tentative’ and should best be viewed as an attempt to make clear the
interpretation of Spinoza' s philosophy, rather than atrue account of either Newton or Einstein.
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rest unless acted upon by an externd force, has no place in Spinoza's conception. Again,
Newton reflects how the world partialy appears, rather than its truly infinite nature (of course,
Spinoza and Eingtein were very far from being the first to argue this case againgt absolute time
and space). Even more sgnificantly, Eingtein is led to supersede Newton's notion of the
‘force of ‘gravity’. The notion of this force as exising externaly to matter and being causd
upon it (a notion that has more than once been used to criticise Spinoza's view?0) is
superseded by the view that gravity is no more than the curvature of space-time. For Spinoza,
the notion of ‘force must refer to a mode of activity of matter and cannot be considered as
existing externaly to matter. To labd arecognised mode of activity as ‘ caused by’ an externd
‘force’ is not to explain that activity a dl. Rather, as argued above, explanation lies in
interconnecting the dructures and modes of activity of Naure reveding their inner
development and unity. From this perspective, the developments within the physica sciences
towards a unification of the recognised physicd ‘forces into one single force is in no way
urprising.

Developing Spinoza

The presentation of Spinoza's podtion above, as that podtion is interpreted by Ilyenkov, is
remarkable in that Spinoza s work appears as the fundamenta basis for materidist diaectics,
a view of Spinoza thet is little recognised. At least three questions are raised by this
presentation. Firdly, there is the question of just how it is possible that Spinoza could be
invoking notions of ‘sratal, ‘SEPM’, etc. at al, given that he wrote centuries ago: is not the
account guilty of anachronism? Secondly, Spinoza's view has been presented in a purdy
positive light yet Hegel and Marx are much more than mere Spinozidts, hence the question of
where they find fault with Spinoza. Thirdly, if Spinoza does indeed provide the bass for
materiaigt didectics then his view should spegk to the vexed question of the nature of the
Marx-Hegd connection. The fird question has a draghtforward answer. llyenkov's
expodtion of Spinoza trandates the <dient features of Spinozas philosophy into
contemporary terminology. The exposition above is an attempt to develop Ilyenkov’ s account
S0 asto present it in critica redist terminology. In this process of trandation it is possble that
Spinozd's view has been devel oped beyond Spinoza s own podition but this is a minor price
to pay if the content and critique above are of any merit at dl. As for the second and third
questions, then it should be made clear that Spinoza' s view can provide only the most abstract
fundamentas of method, it being left to Hegd, Marx and Engds to eaborate didectics.
Furthermore, both the Hegdian and Marxian didectic does contain, on llyenkov's
interpretation, a profound development of Spinoza's position that reveds its greet limitations
a anything but the mogt abstract of levels. Hegd' s critique of Spinozais summarised by Smith
(1993) and need not be presented below. Instead, Marx’s (related) critique is presented.
Given this context, an argument is put forward that Spinoza's quite correct conception of
ubstance at an abdract leve, despite its falings a more concrete levels, sheds new light
(rdative to the Hill ongoing debate) as to the sense in which Marx legitimately accuses Hege
of idediam.

Marx s Devel opment from Substance to Labour

20 Bhaskar himself makesjust such acriticism of Spinoza. See PON, pp. 103-104 and p. 118, note 54.
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Marx, on Ilyenkov’'s interpretation, goes beyond Spinoza by noting that the mode of human
activity is not merely one of accordance with the object; humans transform not only
themsalves but aso the object in the course of ther labour i.e. in the process of socid
production. According to Marx’s view, the socid individud varies according to a historica
process, Labour, where that individud is equaly as important as the totaity (which Spinoza
had termed ‘ substance’) of which sheis part. On Marx’s conception, it is through Labour that
nature (substance) transforms itsdlf, given that humans are as much part of nature as are the
objects of their labour. The expodtion of Spinoza remains very important because it reveds
clearly the true sgnificance of Marx’s well known remarks on Labour and nature. Most
importantly, it reveds that the notion of Labour incorporates an isomorphism of thought and
the object of thought. Note that critical redlism is aso able to uphold a notion of Labour, or
‘socid production’, through the so cdled ‘transformational modd of socid activity’. Yet the
critical redigt notion is fundamentaly different to that of Ilyenkov since it is based on SEPM
(so on a non-isomorphism of thought and the object of thought).

The Marx-Hegel Connection

The precise rdation of Marx and Hegd has been a perennid source of debate within
Marxism. The debate shows no signs of letting up. To take an important recent example, John
Rosenthd’ s book (1998) provides a vehemently anti-Hegelian reading of Marx, including an
attack on the current trend towards a ‘new didecticd’ reading of Marx and Hegd. Various
‘new didecticians have responded strongly to Rosenthd (Williams 1999, Smith 2000, Arthur
1999). Within this debate the range of interpretations of Hegd are spread from outright and
mistaken idedism (Rosenthd) to basic and correct materialism (Smith 2000; see dso Fraser
1998). It can be noted also that none of the prevailing interpretations actualy susain Marx’'s
own wel known statements to the effect that Hegel must be ‘turned right side up’ so as to
reved the ‘rationd kernd’ in the ‘mysticd shell’ of the Hegdlian didectic (Bhaskar too, in
Dialectic, eschews the metaphor of inversion). What, then, does the above interpretation of
Spinoza contribute to the debate? Firdly, the interpretation defends Hegel, as well as Marx,
against the charge of idedlism on a great many counts. For it shows, as argued above, that
there is nothing idedist or ‘anthropomorphic’ about a linear didectic and related themes
(contra Rosentha and Bhaskar); indeed Ilyenkov' s interpretation is congruent with the cogent
defence of Hegd againgt such criticisms made by Tony Smith (2000) and others (see
Ilyenkov's very smilar, though little known, interpretation and defence of Hege made in
[lyenkov 1977, Essay 5). Secondly, the interpretation reveds a sense in which Hegd is an
idedlist and must be ‘turned right Sde up’ just as Marx recommends.

The basic point made againgt Hegd by Ilyenkov, a point which holds againgt even the most
robust of defenders of Hegel such as Tony Smith (2000) and lan Fraser (1998),21 is that
Hegel does not make fully explicit the materialist identity theory worked out by Spinoza. To
be specific, Hegd is ultimatdly silent on the precise specification of the mind-body reation

21 The question of whether Ilyenkov’s critique of Hegel isavalid critique of Hegel himself, and not just of
his ‘new dialectical’ interpreters, is far beyond the scope of this paper. This paper does not affirm, or
deny, any interpretation of Hegel; it does not address the question of whether I[lyenkov, Bhaskar, or the
‘new dialecticians' havethe‘correct’ interpretation.
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and so on the emergence of thought from matter. In consequence, and despite the great gains
of the Hegdlian didectic, Hegdl is, in the last instance, idedist, because he cannot specify the
origin of thought in matter and S0 ideas ultimately dominate matter in his philosophy (note that
thisisintringc to Hegd’ s philosophy and not smply a mistaken gpplication of that philosophy
as in Tony Smith's interpretation). Rather than ideas expressng spatid bodily activity, the
reverse reation is, ultimately, sustained by Hegd whereby spatia bodily activity expresses the
ided. Hence, the ided is the prime moment of human activity. The isomorphism of human
activity with objects for that reason cannot be interpreted as a materialist identity of subject
and object by Hegdl. Thus, for Marx, it is necessary to retain the Hegelian didectic but turn it
right Sde up by basing it on amateriaist rather than idedist identity of subject and object. This
means dripping the Hegdian didectic of dl the idedig tendencies it inherits from the idedist
identity theory upon which it is based. Such atask remains to be completed.

(4) Conclusion

The key argument of this paper, drawn, for the most part, from llyenkov's interpretation of
Spinoza, can be summarised succinctly. Building his philosophy upon the sharp distinction
between thought and its object, Bhaskar claims to offer a ‘third way’: he condemns any
‘fundamentaist’ notion of asngle essence, or totdity, underlying dl phenomena, for its dleged
blotting out of difference, and he condemns the anti-essentidism of empiriciam for itsfalure to
comprehend the red world of ‘multiple essences. Yet (i) the non-identity of thought and
object leads his ‘third way’ to collapse into the empiricism of Berkeley and Hume; (ii) Spinoza
sudtains the materidist identity, as well as oppogtion, of thought and being. Spinoza's notion
of an dl-encompassing substance is able, thereby, to overcome empiricism whilst emphasising
unity and difference in equal measure. There is, in other words, no ‘third way’ but, insteed, as
[lyenkov puts it, “two polar and mutudly exclusive solutions of one and the same problem -
the problem of the reation of ‘the world in consciousness ... to the ‘world outsde
consciousness ... For here a choice must be made: ether nature, including man as part of it,
must be understood through the logic of the ‘concept of substance, or it must be interpreted
as acomplex of one’ s sensations.” (llyenkov 1977, p. 66)

The lessons of llyenkov's argument (if it were to be accepted) are two-fold. Firdly, the
argument suggests that scepticiam is a harder nut to crack than ether critical redism and its
devdlopment into didectica criticd redism, or contemporary Hegeian Marxist thought
recognises. To point out the sdlf-contradictory nature of scepticism, as does Bhaskar, is, of
course, easy. Hume never once clamed to overcome the sdf-contradictory nature of his
philosophy. Just because of this, Hume relegated ‘reason’ to a secondary role in human
affairs and held that custom, habit and the passons hold ultimate sway over human thought
and action (Dow 1998 and forthcoming). From Ilyenkov’s perspective, it does not appear
that Hume would have had greet difficulty in refuting either Bhaskar or contemporary Hegelian
Marxigs. Criticd redism cannot overcome the non-isomorphism of thought and object at its
very heart. Hegelian Marxism cannot justify an identity of thought and being. In neither caseis
araiond warrant provided for rationdity itsdf, ie. sdf-contradiction is not, finaly, overcome.
The paramount importance of Spinoza s notion of substance (as interpreted by Ilyenkov), and
related notions lies, it has been argued, in the upholding of a materidist identity theory and,
hence, of rationdity itsdlf.
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Secondly, the argument suggedts thet it is impossible to undergstate the philosophica damage
wrought by (i) the so cdled ‘didecticd materidism’ of Stalinist orthodoxy; (i) those who can
see only Stainist orthodox philosophy, or some equd crudity, as soon as the term ‘ diaectical
materidism’ is invoked (and the term is very little invoked in contemporary Western
academia). Criticisms dong the lines of ‘the idealism of maiter’; the conflation of intenson and
extengon; technologicd determinism; reification of universds or of some mydicad ‘absolute’;
the dismissd of any form of teleology; and many other such criticisms do not remotely grasp
the arguments above (mogt significantly they do not address the materidist identity theory put
forward). If Ilyenkov’s position has any merit at dl, then it isthus vitd thet the pogition receive
genuine criticism. The heart of any such criticism would lie in the critique of the maeridist
identity theory put forward. Accordingly, the ultimate am of this paper is to illicit critique of
Ilyenkov, where such critique is based upon an underganding of a philosophy that is
admittedly difficult, but dso rewarding and, it has been argued, robust.
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