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nce as man fumbles persistently in his quest for

WHAT IS MARXISM WITHOUT DIALECTICS?
J.G. Nkem Onyekpe

| kernel of Marxism as formulated by Karl Marx and Frederick Engels is the
. It was developed further by revolutionary activists and leaders who were
d guided by it, especially Vladimir Lenin and Leo Trosky.

ot of dialectics is simply about the struggle of tendencies that are fundamen-

phasis on the dialectics as the motive force. In other words, Marxism emphasizes
 in human society is achieved only through the struggle of opposites and the
weria, the Marxist science has suffered critical underdevelopment. The problem
/ that of State hostility to the development of revolutionary scholarship. In the
public, the operators of the neo-colonial State apparatus did not hice their hostility
pecalled threat of communist penetration and expansion.? Thus, although Marxist
i in the Universities in the 1960s, the Marxist approach generally and its
| economy in particular became popular only from the late 1970s.> Marxism also
iilered the rabid antagonism of the organic intellectuals* and troubadours of Western
s and its internal allies in Nigeria. The antagonisms of imperialist and bourgeois
‘were expressed in moribund and reactionary falsifications, mystifications and
s

Jut the most critical problem of Marxism has been the failure by most scholars to accept
lectical aspect of it ¢ Yet, the dialectics is the central kernel and essence of Marxism,
t is what qualifies Marxism as a science. Before the great discovery of the dialectics
sern about social progress and the world of the workers in Europe as a class had been
it a guiding compass. Consequently those who expressed concern were merely
ulising and, consequently again, their genuine concern was incapable, because it lacked
goryand vision, much less the practical force, tolead the workers out of bondage. Thus,
¢ of the concern shown by thinkers in England such as Robert Owen, Charles Hall,

m Thompson and John Gray and in France by Francois Baboeuf, Louis Blanc, Count
mon and Charles Fourier, all before Marx and Engels, there were no clear
ives as to how the workers would cross the Red Sea, between Egypt and Canaan,
 world of bondage and oppression, and the world of freedom and progress respectively.
other words, all talks about workers’ welfare and the rhapsodies among the working class
hout the possibilities of a better world and order remained utopian.” And so, the working

femained marginalized and exploited by the capitalist industrialists and their
) 0is State.

This was largely the situation until the mid-nineteenth century when Karl Marx and
Jyederick Fngels made their great historic discovery, which achieved a clean break with
Mtopianism by arming the workers with new preceptions of, and pérspectives on their world.
It was the development cof these perceptions and perspectives which promoted the
stallization of the workers as a class with a consciousness peculiar to them and in relation

1o other classes.®
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That at a certain stage in the development i i

hat at a of material producti iety i
divided Into two classes each identifiable by its position in them: of
economic power (or property distribution and relations);

That those who control economic i i i iti

vh power 1n society constitute

yvell, the political power forming the “superstructure” of societl;o nl:\tc;cglorrpoesponw :s
ing to the economic structure; i

That the dominant class monopolizes political i
ey 'edlz:.iass- power which they use as an

'l'hatifthcyaremstirandmiseﬂwrnselves properti
- . . £ the g
spring mnto the air “the whole Supmmnnbmur of official soclely’ed oy

Mfwﬂmap}oiterclasstobe“spnmgin:otbe air”,
must, of necessity, be galvanised into a political
allies, viz. oppressed social categories - small and
the lumpen proletariat;

the exploited and oppressed
vanguard party along with their
middle peasants, the youths and

; ard party - to be led by revolutionary intellectuals and
pohhcg.lly and ideologically advanced and conscious workers - is i.: dl:!t: m
obil t!uoughnpmcesswhichmformsthemrkm'g
?S:E_t&u:ely ﬁ-umag;t l:;l:sss-in—itself(inthe political economy) intoa cla;hsf;
“11 [1.€. now a social class with political and i ical consciousness p
action and struggle towards powarl,’oﬁ'eedom mdm 7 -

That th i i i
- € capture of power by the working class is what constitute:, 4 revolution;

That the capture or sei i i i
butameansto: mlreofpowerbythewwk.ngclnsslsnotanendmi.r-n.lf,
a) ‘permanently’ repressing the overthrown i
‘ exploiter class and checki
all counter-revolutionary tendencies and, more particularly, il

b) effecting a comprehensi i i
prehensive transformation of society by e iati
the class‘ of exploiters and oppressors, establishing publi:zr:g?:c‘::lg
ownership over the means of production and establishing national

Marxism Without Dialectics?

control and perspective, macroeconomic planning for the reconstruc-
tion of the economy.’

yve elements of Marxism constitute its scientific essence. Marx and Engels did
ize the ex.stence of social classes based on property distribution and
ey explained that the concentration of the means of production in the form of
the hands of the dominant, private interests who constitute a tiny minority and
n of the majority of the people through the same process was at the root of class
s. Introducing their book Manifesto of the Communist Party which they
d to the workers as a Magna Carta, Marx and Engels stated, “The history of all
) existing society is the history of class struggles.™? In the Manifesto and the rest of
they taught that the liberation and freedom of the oppressed are possible only
ir organised political struggle and action against the exploiter class and through
g revolutionary victory over, and liquidation of the exploiter class.
be stated categorically that in Nigeria most scholars and intellectuals who
d Marxism in the 1970s-80s when it became popular among University academics
its did so without at the same time embracing its dialectial teachings. Conse-
they were quite incapable of (1) understanding and appreciating the logical
ity of economic crisis and social underdevelopment in the conext of a dependent
nial capitalist system, (2) the condemnation of the working class and their allies,

)easantry, youths and the unemployed to hardship, impoverishment and primitive
erial existence, and (3) the chaos and instability built into the political superstructure.
Marxists devoid of dialectical understanding, they were naturally confined to
ical poverty. And so, in their confused siate, they lamented the failure of the
t, exploiter class and its bourgeois State to address the basic problems of social
nt. At best they assigned themselves the task of questioning and challenging the
d its operators on the causes of the crisis in the political economy.
writing in March 1983, Dr Yusuf Bala Usman of the Ahmadu Bello University,
, said: “I have tried to engage top economic experts of the Nigerian Federal
ent in a debate on the causes of the current economic crisis in Nigeria, but have
no response.”"' Most of his public lectures in 1982-83 including May Day lectures
the Government for causing the crisis in the economy.'? During the same period,

intellectuals, more associated with Marxism than Dr Usman, wrote also to attack
geois State. While Dr Sonni Gwanie Tyoden of the University of Jos descended on
for its bourgeois approach to resource allocation," the late Professor Claude Ake
ted in a paper that “governments in Nigeria were concerned more with expanding and
ing their power than with good government.”'* He lamented further that because
struggle for power within the ruling class, Nigeria “has stumbled and tottered on the
irink of disaster.”
, e questions that must be asked are: (1) Why would there not be crisis generated by
he bourgeois State and its operators especially in a neocolonial system? (2) Why would the
rators of the bourgeois State not allocate resources in the interest of the dominant
viter forces, (3) Why would they allocate resources in the interest of the working class
‘and their allies, and (4) Why would there be a stable political system on an underdeveloped
‘and unstable economic foundation?

24
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To answer the first question above, i
' ¢ , 1t must be emphasized that crisis i i
t : : . CrisIs is natural
intoall neo-oolomal systems. Asinthe pen.od ofdir=ct colonial exploitation the neo-cg:m:uii
. Sarti ‘ and dependent, and therefore wi
cu;mtermli:ectonthat thale mhgka.g_ 2es and interdependence Or macroeconomic stability, 16 'Ihr:r:ﬁ:):;
4 s Sis immanently gcierated within the metropolitan capitalist economies
colm' 0 the neo-colonial economy.'” Moreover, resources generated within the neo-
Ilgeno:m]m theeonomy are plundered and repatriated by the metropolitan powers and their local
- tmsv‘'rﬂrere:l:.3,rthdepr1vmg the neo-co lomt_zl State of resources required for development.'*
8 A th: second andtln_rd questions, it isenough to remember that as “a committee
; mmmgentmgfor e comlm‘on 'aﬂ'a:rs of the whole bourgeoisie,”” the State is simply “an
instrum exploitation of the oppressed class, ™ Engels wrote quite aptly:

And to expect any other division of the
€xXpe . product from the capitalistic mode
muuclg::d 1\sv;lt1; sam:tasumpng the electrodes of a battery not to d‘;ct:mpo::
, not to oxygen at the positive, hydr i
pole, so long as they are connected with the !:sapt?sery.n 0 S ST

of disaster.” The problem of chaos and i ility i aggra
T instabil
and '}'t.hegmnomc imperialist forces are involvedl. et B e sy
e most critical problem of Marxism without its dialecti is of course
prot ectical content
T.he struggle of opposites is left out. Y_ei, it is the dialectical content Whlch] Zi‘:'; Mamﬂ;::

ngels wrote lon; : i owest
stmtum of our present socigty, cannot stir, ::annot8 ;ﬁ;uﬁe??ismm :, pri
superincumbet strata of official society being sprung into the air,”* : A e
L Upe the fl o the Second Republic in December 1983 througha miltary coup, most
—— ﬁu:n dmi?mtils appeared not to have appreciated the message on class su'nggl% Yet,
s cm.b.lpnessage ufluch sees the liberation of the workin. g people as theixl' own
emascuhmdsponmone ility. The failure to aqbracc dlis most vital element of Marxism left it
intellectuals -professing imd:;nn?:nsm&n;g:go i o i oo
;:ill:ss and :;: tiit: on issggs_borden’ng on social an:i]m efo?;fnf:a] pll‘ggrgeuslég ?If'.hﬂulse ct;?tl:ho:
sm.lggdamenle o o-ft':;_oblllsmg_ anfi organising the work people and sensitising t.hem tothe
i pitalist explmtgtwn, and for their liberation were left out completely. Thy
. s of course that the \-workmg class and their allies were left in the dark wi i
xplanation and understanding of their world e

di : i d of want and poverty, much less the politi
:nna_ ideological ﬁ*amewgrk mﬂun which their liberation would be possible Hcree' pl(?lmﬁ
jor problem of Marxism without its dialectical essence.? ! 01 1o
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| then has been responsible for this trend? The major factor may be that most of the
s who professed Marxism and used it for the investigation and analysis of social
d not do sufficient theoretical work. Otherwise they would have discovered from
s of Marx, Engels and especially Lenin that in a class society the dominant class
ess the problem of the oppressed and society as a whole. Because of inadequate
work, radical critique of bourgeois political economy was never thorough and so
| eritics continued to demonstrate faith in ‘bourgeoisdom’, expecting it to “deliver the
" Their criticisms amounted to: (1) that the bourgeois State had been mismanaged and
otherwise it would have served the “common good.
their critique of the management of the Nigerian State and economy most of them
inted to the rapid progress in the socialist States of the world. The facts and evidence
2 to show that in spite of the recent problems in the socialist world, most of the
States such as the Soviet Union, China, Cuba, etc.? and States of socialist and non-
st orientation such as Albania and Angola® achieve tremendous progress within few
es (and, in some cases, even few years) of socialist practice and management.
ver, it is not enough to point to the progress achieved in such countries. The important
ue is the question which was never raised. This is the question of change in power
relations. It must be emphasized that the progress that was achieved in the socialist States
‘was achieved in each case only because of the revolutionary overthrow of the exploiter class
nd its State and the establishment of a new pelitical power based on the democratic and
‘popular aspirations of the people.
~ But apart from the problem of inadequate theoretical work by the Marxists, there is a
‘more fundamental explanation of the trend. This explanation consists in the fact that most
~ of the Marxist intellectuals were careerists content with using Marxism only to advance
their academic progress rather than using it as a weapon of struggle for changing the world
of exploitation and oppression.?® Thus, while they locked themselves up in University
libraries writing and publishing about the mismanagement of the State and economy, while
ﬁ, ‘they got their academic promotions and laurels and earning, as a result, more and more of
m‘ﬁe surplus generated by the working people, the working people themselves were
- condemned to more and more hardship, surviving primitively as scavengers. Expectedly, it
», is from this category of Marxists and radicals that the State appointed somé of its ministers,
i commissioners, consultants and advisers. Of course, such appointments provided the
- opportunity for them to plunder public resources through “primitive accumulation.” Such
- Marxists so called, then metamorphosed overnight into State charlatans and demogogues.
 Marxistintellectuals must be reminded of the ultimate purpose of Marxism and therole
~ expected of Marxists. Left opportunists may continue to feather their nests, but it is
important to remind those lacking in ideological clarity solely on account of inadequate
theoretical work and to state it clearly for progressive intellectuals yet to be exposed to
~ Marxism that it (Marxism) does not belong to orthodox philosophy merely providing
cognition and understanding of the world. It goes beyond the issues of cognition and
understanding. Its ultimates goal is to change the world. Marx put it quite clearly in his
theses on Ludwig Feuerbach that “the philosophers have only interpreted the world, in
various ways;, the point, however, is to change it.”*
Marxist philosophy teaches that the State in every class society cannot be an institution
for the “Common Good” as itisnot the product of any “social contract” between the different
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classes in society. The raison d’ etre of the State in every class society is class exploitation
and oppression.** The theory and practice of Marxism have shown that the progress of the
working people lies only in their revolutionary political action, in their overthrow of the
oppressor-class and its reactionary structures and institutions.

The working people and the entire society are today imprisoned by the neocolonial
capitalist State which is sustained by the military operators (or the State apparatus) and their
praetorian ideology based on authoritarian and fascistic pi + tices.*? The contradictions are
fundamental, and antagonistically against the people and society. The teaching of Marxism
is that only aresolute, revolutionary action (of the people) can liberate the people and society
from the oppression of the exploiter-class.

Itis in the area of mobilising and organising the working people for revolutionary action
against the oppression of the exploiter-class that Vladimir Lenin made his greatest mark in
history. In the process of organising the people for the workers’ revolutionary overthrow of
the feudalist and capitalist classes in Russia he developed the tactics and strategy for a
proletarian revolution.** Of course, it was his total acceptance of Marxism and all its
teachings, especially its dialectical content, which gave Lenin his clear ideological
perception and political vision. Lenin did not only embrace the dialectical content of
Marxism, he left the Dialectics richer than he had found it - through uncompromising
revolutionary action and practice.

The following statement by Cuba’s Fidel Castro on the revolutionary political struggles
and action of Cuban people is quite apposite, apropos of the dialectical essence of Marxism:

[}

... We crushed the bourgeois State and with the support of the workers and
peasants created a new State, This was the threshold and indispensable condition
of the Socialist Revolution... The masses had always regarded the State as
something standing apart from them, as something alien and oppressive. After the
revolution triumphed and the army of workers and peasants formed, the people
received weapons into their own hands for the first time, won power for the first
time, and saw for the first time that State institutions belonged to them and were
serving their interests. Weapons were now no longer directed against the people,
butwere in their hands. This was one of the first blessings received by the working
masses as a result of the revolution’s victory.*

The copious reference to Fidel Castro above is aimed at reinforcing the present writer’s
position that Marxists in Nigeria should advance their theoretical work and thereby discover
the historical purpose of Marxism and their duty as Marxists. In a few words, this purpose,
this duty, is organisation of the working people, the peasantry, the youths, the unemployed,
and progressive intellectualstowards the consummation of a popular democratic revolution-
ary seizure of power.

Inthis regard, it must be placed on record here that a few Marxist intellectuals inNigeria
have demonstrated genuine commitment to the struggle for revolutionary political action.
In particular, Comrade Ola Oni, formerly of the Department of Economics at the University
of Ibadan, must be mentioned. His intellectual life as a University teacher was devoted to
the development of Marxist political economy which he popularised, along with Professor
Bade Onimode of the same Department. He was a leading factor in the formation of the
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ydemy for Marxist Studies in Ibadan. But apart from contributing to the
| of Marxist political economy, apart from popularising Marxism among
il scientists and youths, he demonstrated genuine commitment to the question
towards revolutionary political change. His commitment to practical work
"the working people were demonstrated in the establishment of the Centre
cation Research at Ibadan and the [va Valley Printing Organisation. While
dvanced workers’ education, the printing organisation facilitated the produc-
rials for the promotion of revolutionary education of the people.

jlitical activities and revolutionary work were mostly underground throughout the
military dictatorship from 1966 to 1979. However, with the lifting of the ban on

ulist Party of Workers, Farmers and Youth. The aim of the party was to mobilise and
people towards effecting a socialist revolution in Nigeria.** To promote the
i ideological education of the people, the party established its newspaper, the
iy’ Vanguard, edited by a leading member of the party, Dr G.G. Darah. About 1985,

Oni retired voluntarily from the University in the interest of practical work of

paper must be concluded with a call on Marxist intellectuals for practical work of
sing the people. This requires a break with the tradition of mere criticism of the ruling

It must be noted that there is nothing in Marxism that quarrels with the critique of
g class and its policies. In fact as Karl Marx said: _

But if the designing of the future and the proclamation of ready-made solutions
for all time is not our affair, then we realise all the more clearly what we have to
accomplish in the present - I am speaking of a ruthless criticism of everything
existing, ruthless in two senses: The criticism must not be afraid of its own
conclusions, not of conflict with the power that be...

‘The important point to be stressed, however, is that the criticism of the ruling oppressor
#lass and its political economy is not the be-all and end-all of Manxism. It must be
phasized more particularly that criticisms are useful if and only if they are aimed at

 the revolutionary political consciousness of the oppressed peoples. For any critique
qibute to this, it must be thoroughly dialectical, enabling th_e working class to
and and appreciate the raison d etre of the State in the class society. The State must
] exposed always for what it is, viz, an instrument for class domination, exploitation
pression; (2) shown as having only a transient or transistionary existence in a class
(3) shown as instrument which the working people and their allies must wrest,
rm and control to serve their interests, and the needs of reconstructing society; and
1 as an instrument which cannot be transferred by the ruling exploiter<lass to the
e on a platter of gold; it can only be acquired and only by capture. This is impossible
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