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In this final column on Engels’ dialectics, we

discuss another area of dialectics that he devel-

oped. We will also mention a significant error,

and summarize his influence on the later devel-

opment of dialectics. 

The Dialectics of Knowledge 
Engels understood that social practice is the

basis of all knowledge, that it is “the alteration of

nature by people, not just nature as such, which

is the most essential and immediate basis of

human thought.” Creating theories and testing

them in practice is a process that results in a se-

ries of partial truths, some of which will be cor-

rected and expanded, and some overturned. 

The dialectical development of knowledge in-

cludes twists, leaps forward, reverses, and scien-

tific revolutions. Engels said that although some

natural or economic laws can be established “in

pure form,” we usually achieve only partial or ap-

proximate truths. 

Engels gives the example of Boyle’s Law,

about the relation between the volume and the

pressure of a gas. This law had recently been dis-

covered to be wrong in some cases. Boyle’s law

only proved to be “approximately true,” that is,

“true only within definite limits.”  No one could

now prove it to be “absolutely and finally true

within those limits.” 

Failure to understand the dialectical develop-

ment of knowledge leads to the absurd conclu-

sion that since Boyle’s Law can be modified, it

is “not a genuine truth, hence not a truth at all.”

This kind of reasoning is not uncommon in

idealist philosophy. Approximate or incomplete

truth is not simply wrong, but a stage in the

development of knowledge, a stage where our

knowledge may guide practice effectively.

Further development of that knowledge can lead

to more effective practice. 
An Important Mistake

Learning from the development of dialectics

has to include recognizing some mistakes. Engels

got the one we mention here from Hegel, his ide-

alist predecessor. Hegel claimed that motion,

even simply moving from one place to another,

is a contradiction, an idea that Hegel borrowed

from the ancient Greek philosopher Zeno.  

It is a central idea of dialectics that contradic-

tions cause motion, but that is quite different from

saying that motion actually is a contradiction. En-

gels made this claim as a major part of his case

that contradictions occur everywhere, since mat-

ter is in motion everywhere. His argument, dating

back to Zeno, is that if something moves, then it

must be in some place at each moment but at the

same time also not be at that place, which is a

contradiction. This is a mistake. Whether you

consider the place where an object is located to

be a single point or a region of space, motion

does not require that a moving thing both be

somewhere and also not be there at the same

time. 

This mistaken idea mattered. It has often been

ridiculed by the enemies of dialectics and led to

considerable confusion and heated debates as

communist philosophy developed in the Soviet

Union. The cause of this error was probably En-

gels relying too much on Hegel.
Influence of Engels’ Dialectics

It is hard to exaggerate Engels’ influence on

the later development of dialectics. His book

Anti-Dühring and his pamphlet on Feuerbach

were translated into many languages and widely

read in the late 19th century. His influence was

very important in the struggles against anti-

dialectical philosophy that took place in the early

years of the Soviet Union. Engels’ unfinished

book Dialectics of Nature was first published in

the USSR in 1925. It was particularly important

as an example of integrating the study of dialec-

tics with natural and social science. 

This book also became the central target for

those who wanted to reject or distort dialectics,

claiming that dialectics is simply wrong, or is

only about thinking, or only applies to society,

not to nature. We will discuss some of these at-

tacks in future columns. 

Next column: “Social Democratic” Dialectics

engeLs’ ConTribuTions To diaLeCTiCs

LOS ANGELES, CA — For people from Mi-

choacán, like many Mexican immigrants, return-

ing to their place of origin during the Christmas

holidays has been a tradition. Everyone wants to

take presents and be with their families. 

“Michoacán is the failure of the drug war. The

government left it alone so that the same drug

dealers could kill each other,” said José. He is a

worker in a plastics factory who is a native of

Vista Hermosa, Michoacán.

Sitting in his yard listening to music with some

friends, José tells of his latest visit to his home-

town in December. “I took presents for the family

and before I entered the town there was an army

checkpoint. They made me take everything out

of the truck and since they didn’t find what they

were looking for, they asked me for dollars be-

cause they knew that I was coming from Los An-

geles. They took $200 from me. When I got to

my house that night, you could hear gunshots reg-

ularly. In front of my house, there were corpses,

but neither the police nor the army came, it was

just between them, the drug dealers.” 

José says that he is sad about what is happen-

ing and he thinks that the self-defense patrols are

necessary to control crime, but he questions the

origin of the weapons. “It’s not possible that they

could have these kinds of heavy weapons. I know

that people collect money here in Los Angeles. I

don’t know who, and for I don’t know for what,”

he says, trying not to commit himself. “But some-

one, the government or some other cartel, could

be giving them weapons.”

José stayed in his town for a month. “For

twenty days I stayed locked in my house. If I tried

to leave, my mother cried. I didn’t know that they

had killed a cousin who wasn’t involved in any-

thing and so my mother was afraid.”

José says that he prays every day for peace to

be established and for his whole family there. All

the friends who were with him agree that the

struggle against drug trafficking must be armed

and that the self-defense patrols are legitimate.

Likewise they think that the violence is in all the

states of Mexico and that they should organize to

get rid of drug trafficking. 

A young Salvadoran worker in the same meet-

ing pointed out that in El Salvador the struggle

between the gangs has claimed many innocent

victims and that they should follow the example

of the self defense groups in Mi-

choacán to get rid of them.

Will the self-defense patrols

be enough or do we need a com-

munist revolution? All of those

interviewed said that the imme-

diate results are what count.

Some of them had never consid-

ered communism and others had

never heard it talked about.

Now, lowering the volume of

the music and taking the discus-

sion more seriously, they came

to the conclusion that the whole

system is corrupt, that the

bosses were the most interested

in pushing drugs, like the music

that romanticizes drugs, the corridos, rap, regae-

ton, cumbia and salsa. 

In the self-defense groups, the small business-

men and growers are some of the leaders, but in

their base are thousands of workers and towns-

people, and they can be won to communist revo-

lution. They all agree with this.

The lessons are there—not only with immi-

grants from Michoacán, but with all immigrant

workers who suffer yet another bosses’ attack,

this time with drugs. 

The outlook appears bleak, but that is the ap-

pearance. In essence, there is a working class that

is in struggle and there is a party that is growing

through that struggle. From coast to coast, from

east to west, from north to south, throughout the

world, ICWP is present and ready to defeat the

capitalist system and all the drugs in the world.

Michoacán Community Self-Defense Groups Fight Drug Dealers

We Workers need To fighT CapiTaLism

“Without revolutionary theory there can be no revolutionary movement.” Lenin,  What Is To Be Done
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