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Foreword to Special Issue of Nature, Society, and
Thought

Demand for John Somerville’s Philosophy of Marxism has
continued after the 1999 fourth printing was exhausted. The book
seems as relevant as ever for the general reader and without equal
as an introductory text for Marxist philosophy. The special need
it fulfills is adequately described in the publisher’s forewords and
author’s preface reprinted here. Publication as a special issue of
NST makes this work available at a lower price than earlier print-
ings.

Publisher’s Foreword to 1999 Printing

The thirty-three years since its original publication have estab-
lished The Philosophy of Marxism: An Exposition as a classic.
Nothing has replaced this book as the most accessible accompa-
niment to the original writings of Marx and Engels for readers in
the United States. Continuing demand for a clear exposition of
Marxist philosophy, from general readers as well as students in
university courses, has kept it in print since its first reissue by MEP
Publications in 1981. We are happy to continue this tradition.

John Somerville (1905-1994) held degrees in philosophy
from Columbia University and spent his academic career at Hunter
College of the City University of New York. His many books
include Dialectical Materialism; Methodology in Social Science;
Soviet Philosophy,; The Philosophy of Peace; The Communist
Trials and the American Tradition; The Peace Revolution, Social
and Political Philosophy (with R. E. Santoni); The Crisis: The
True Story about How the World Almost Ended (play); Philosophy
and Ethics in the Nuclear Age: For Human Survival (in Japanese);
and The Last Inquest: A Preventable Nightmare in One Act.

Vii
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In 1962 Professor Somerville founded the translation quar-
terly Soviet Studies in Philosophy, of which he was editor-in-chief
until 1987. In 1983 he led in the formation of the International
Philosophers for the Prevention of Nuclear Omnicide, arguing that
a nuclear war would leave no survivors. His international honors
include the Peace Essay Prize of the Institute of World Order, the
Ghandi Peace Award, and the Peace Award of the Bertrand Russell
Society.

From Publisher’s Foreword to 1981 Printing

The need for reprinting The Philosophy of Marxism: An
Exposition by John Somerville was first signaled by a team of
University of Minnesota faculty who have been teaching an
introductory course on Marxism since 1975. The principal read-
ing assignments for the first section of the course are selections
from the original writings of Marx, Engels, and Lenin (Reader in
Marxist Philosophy, edited by Howard Selsam and Harry Martel,
New York: International Publishers, 1963). Most students are
encountering the classics of Marxism for the first time, and when
the course was first offered, many complained about the difficulty
of the readings. It was then decided to begin with Somerville’s
philosophy text, after which the readings from the classics were
assigned.

Student response was enthusiastic. Somerville had unlocked
the door that gave access to the rich philosophical content in the
writings of Marx, Engels, and Lenin. The reason for this was two-
fold. First, the classics of Marxism were not written as introductory
texts. Somerville introduces the students to language, method, and
subject matter previously strange to them and often initially for-
bidding. Second, Somerville’s exposition of Marxist philosophy
closely follows the spirit of the classics. He sees no necessity of
“reinterpreting,” “modernizing,” selecting “only what is valid
today,” or otherwise introducing distortions of content so that the
philosophy loses all connection with the revolutionary spirit of
its founders. Moreover, Somerville raises questions that students
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usually ask and provides explanations in the context of the society
in which they are living.

Both the close correspondence between the content of
Somerville’s exposition and the classics of Marxism, and the rel-
evance of its form of presentation to U.S. readers, make the book
an invaluable tool in the classroom. Its clarity and readability
make it suitable also for the general reader. The original 1967 edi-
tion contained an appendix on debates among Marxists current
in the sixties. The omission of this appendix is the only change
introduced in the present printing.



Author’s Preface to First Edition

It has been clear for some time now that it would be impossible
to understand the world of the twentieth century without an under-
standing of Marx. His work, like that of Freud or Darwin, repre-
sents one of those tremendous forces which have made—and are
still in process of making—our time different from other times.

The controversies surrounding Marxism are worldwide and
unusually sharp. Indeed, they are not only about Marxism, but
within Marxism. However, before one can judge these polemics, or
take any intelligent part in them, one must first of all have a grasp
of the basic ideas in question. The point may be put this way: we
need to know the common core of doctrine that the great majority
of Marxists accept, whatever differences may exist among them.
It is the purpose of this book to try to make clear what that com-
mon core of doctrine is, when stated as a systematic philosophy in
terms which include developments up to our day. The “Questions
and Replies” that follow each chapter reflect the author’s experi-
ence, over many years, in regard to specific points of difficulty,
confusion, and misunderstanding that repeatedly arise among stu-
dents and readers of Marxist works.

Whatever degree of clarity the author has been able to attain
he owes in large part to a small family circle and a numerous stu-
dent body; each in its own way afforded constant opportunities to
undertake alternative explanations, the relative success and failure
of which were made manifest. To these more or less captive audi-
ences, already aware of the author’s abiding affection, he wishes
to express his deep gratitude.

John Somerville
June, 1967






































































































H THE PHILOSOPHY OF MARXKISM

but the same animal with different fur color at different
seasons of the wear, it would have been stretching the
point to say that cither the crmine or the weasel had
“disappeared.” Every good natoralist who had not pre-
viously thought that there was such a close conmection
as that bebweon the “two™ animals was presumably none
the less glad to learn that this was so; on the other hand,
it is difficult to see how the discovery conld provide any
lasting comfort to 8 good sopematoralist, who all along
had been holding that neither the ermine nor the wea-
sel, 85 naturalistically observed, contained the basc real-
ity which we must recognize, and that this basic reality
was in general not reschable naturalisbically.

1. In spite of the Marxist's claim that he has rejected
metaphysics, & not muberializm ‘iteelf, as on onfology or
world view, a form of metaphysics?

What the Manost materialist objects to in “meta-
phvsics™ is not the eifort to seek for the most basic and
general traits of existence or reality. He objects to cer-
tain methods and conclusions that have characterized
many systems of thought traditionally called “metaphys-
ical,” their masbical, idealistic, nonscientific, and non-
historical qualities. Thesefore the term “metaphysics” is
avoided in Favor of the term "ontology'™ or world view.

4 Does materializrn asgert that it hos dizproved the ex-
isterice of Cod? In spite of all that science has explained
about the workings of the notural world, iz i not still
possible thet there does exidd g pupernatural world,
which cannot be understood by man's mind, yet which
he can have fath in?

Logically speaking, it is not necessary to disprove the






























44 THE PHILOSOPHY OF MARXISM

we could conclude that to question the theories, laws,
and explanations offered by textbooks on formal logic
would be to call into question the very existence or real-
ity of the process of correct thinking itself. This would
be akin to imagining that when Copemicus called into
question the Ptolemaic conception of a geocentric plan-
etary system and a fixed earth, he was casting doubt on
the carth and the other planets themselves, or that Dar-
win was casting doubt on plant and animal life itself in
challenging the Linnean conception of fixed species, or
that Einstein was throwing out moving bodies them-
selves when he departed from Newtonian explanations
of motion. When it is said, “After all, there is one biol-
ogy, one logic,” we must be careful about the sense in
which this is true. There is, indeed, one set of actual
facts, one state of affairs that is objectively the case in
either field. But there are certainly different and compet-
ing theories, different conceptions and laws offered in
the continuing (and let us hope, progressing) effort to
explain the facts.

The best way to understand the position of Marxist
philosophy on this whole matter is to examine the basic
laws of thought as they were conceived by Aristotle, and
then to contrast these with the conception presented by
Marx and Engels. It will then become clear that oo both
sides, the judgment as to what are the laws of correct
thinking is dependent on what are taken to be the basic
characteristics of existence, so that the issue at the
methodological level goes back to a difference at the on-
tological level.

The Aristotelian conception of the laws basic to cor-
rect thinking may be stated as follows:
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