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hundreds are injured.

Meanwhile, the bosses need to win farmworkers

and their sons and daughters to defend US impe-

rialism in their wars—perhaps aboard the US Navy

cargo ship Cesar Chavez. That’s why they have

promoted Chávez and

his Mexican-American

nationalism and pacifism in this movie, in the

schools, and on postage stamps.

It’s up to us to answer these lies by reading and

distributing Red Flag, to win farmworkers and all

workers to the struggle for a communist world.

Movie Review: César Chávez from page 8

LETTERS LETTERS LETTERS CRITICISM AND SUGGESTIONS

“I’ve got bills to pay!”
That one statement lays bare the whole

system of wage slavery, and the way that the

wage system ties us to a way of thinking that

puts our individual household ahead of the 

working class as a whole.

We’ve got bills to pay, and the bosses know

it. Those bills—and the fact that the necessities

of life have price tags—keep us tied to our jobs.

They make us afraid to put our jobs on the line,

to speak up, to defend a fellow worker, even to

fight for a few more dollars in pay or benefits.

What if I lose my job? What if I can’t find 

another one? We may not be slaves to any 

particular boss, but we sure are slaves to the

wage system. 

The pay check—the wage system—means

that we always have to think about the survival

of our individual households. And it made the

evitable. Although the Russian communists

were committed to the fight for a collective way

of life and a new world, socialism kept the

wage system. Every Soviet worker collected a

pay check and had to pay bills. Every Soviet

worker had to think about her/his individual 

family, knowing that it was up to her/him to

keep her job and pay the bills.

We have learned from history that to win the

fight for collectivity once and for all we have to

put an end to the wage system. In a communist

society, the survival of each individual will be

the responsibility of the entire collective. When

we say “to each according to needs” we mean

that it will be the responsibility of the whole so-

ciety to make sure that everyone has healthy

food, appropriate clothes, state-of-the-art medi-

cal care, secure housing, communist learning

and collective, meaningful work. No more will

because nobody else will.” Never again will an-

yone say, “I’ve got bills to pay.” 

—Red Reader

After the failure of the 1905 revolution in Rus-

sia, many communists were killed or sent to

Siberia, or went abroad. Activist workers were

black-listed by factory owners. Demoralized,

some communists argued that the party should be

abolished. Some Bolshevik intellectuals advo-

cated a philosophy that rejected materialism, pro-

moted a new religion, and attacked dialectics.

Plekhanov and other reformists correctly criti-

cized these Bolshevik philosophers. 

Lenin recognized that the philosophy these

guys advocated would do serious harm to the

communist movement. By March 1908 he was

hard at work on a book attacking it: Materialism

and Empirio-Criticism. This book was a funda-

mental text for the later development of commu-

nist philosophy. In this column we describe the

idealist views that Lenin was attacking. In our

next two columns we will describe the arguments

of Lenin’s book and discuss some of its short-

comings. 
Subjective Idealism

The wrong position that these Bolshevik

philosophers were defending is usually called

subjective idealism, which says that the only

things that exist are minds and the sensations or

ideas in those minds. Subjective idealism says

there is no world outside of individual minds, and

what we call rocks, people, classes or mountains

are just “complexes of sensations.” Crazy as it is,

this has been a popular variety of capitalist phi-

losophy during several periods in the last 300

years.  The version of subjective idealism that

these Bolshevik philosophers advocated was

called “neutral monism,” developed in Germany,

England and the U. S. 
“Neutral Monism”

The distinctive feature of neutral monism is

that rather than saying that everything is made up

of sensations and ideas, it says that everything is

composed of “elements.” An element was sup-

posed to be something that is neither mental nor

physical, but neutral between the two. The neutral

monists claimed that they were neither idealists

nor materialists, but had overcome the contradic-

tion between these two positions. 

The obvious question is “What is an element?”

A little digging shows that for the neutralists, “el-

ement” is just another name for sensation. As

leading neutralist Ernst Mach put it, “colors,

sounds, pressures, spaces, times (what we usually

call sensations) are the real elements of the

world” and physical things are just “symbols” for

relatively stable “complexes of sensations.”  
Materialism vs. Neutral Monism

The neutral monists rejected the materialist

idea of a real world beyond our sensations and

tried to come up with a way to explain how ob-

jective knowledge is possible. Bolshevik neutral-

ist Alexander Bogdanov, who was the main target

of Lenin’s book, denied that there is any reality

underlying our experience. Objectivity, he

claimed, does not mean that our thinking corre-

sponds to reality, as materialism says. It just

means that people’s experiences are “socially or-

ganized” and “harmonize” with each other. He

saw truth as just a matter of consistency and

agreement. 

It is probably impossible to find anything that

everyone agrees on, but it is easy to find com-

pletely false beliefs that have been accepted by

nearly everyone at some time or other. It has

never been true that the earth is flat, that God ex-

ists or women are inferior to men, but there has

been “socially organized” agreement on these.

Since not everyone reads Red Flag yet, there are

also lots of really important truths that are not yet

believed by most people. 
Objective Truth and Communism

It is easy to see why Lenin took time out from

working on the party newspaper to refute this

trash. Truths aren’t necessarily “socially harmo-

nized” beliefs. Contradictions in beliefs are al-

ways present, and drive people to revise their

thinking. We can’t win the fight for communism

if we don’t understand that there are objective

truths with profound consequences but that aren’t

accepted by most people—yet. 

Next article: Lenin refutes neutral monism

lenin’s fight for objeCtive truth
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