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FOREWORD

The object of this book is to discuss fundamental ideas of Marxist
philosophy and their implications for social theory and socialist policy.
My premise is to accept Marxism as essentially a scientific outlook
which seeks to work out and test ideas and policies, in all spheres, in
accordance with the canons of rational scientific discussion and in no
other way.

I have chosen the method of constructing this book as a reasoned
reply to criticisms of Marxism. And of all the critics, I have picked on
a single one, Dr. Karl Popper, as the one to answer. I have done this
because Dr. Popper’s whole case against Marxism rests on his con-
tention that it is nothing but a system of dogmas, so that his arguments
against Marxism provide a ready-made and accommodating peg on
which to hang the argument that Marxism is, on the contrary, a
rational scientific discipline.

There is the more reason for a2 Marxist to tackle the case put against
Marxism by Dr. Popper because not only is he perhaps the most
eminent of our contemporary critics, and not only does he present
his case with great ability and force, but because, so far as I can judge,
the points he makes against Marxism include practically all the main
points against it which carry most weight in contemporary debate.
Of course, some of his arguments (for example, those he directs against
Marx’s Capital, or again, against the theory and practice of socialist
economic planning) are borrowed from arguments originally put
forward in greater detail by other critics. However, I have preferred
to stick throughout to tackling the case as put by Dr. Popper rather
than encumber the discussion with references to the writings of others
who have put the same case before or since. Dr. Popper’s arguments
against Marxism are extremely comprehensive, and it is high time
someone tried to answer him in detail.

Dr. Popper himself occupies an unchallengeable position in modern
letters as an exponent of principles of scientific method. His contribu-
tions in this sphere, first in his famous book Logik der Forschung
(published in English under the title Logic of Scientific Discovery) and
then in numerous articles in English and American journals, have had
and continue to have a great and beneficial influence on modern
thought. I would like to emphasise that I do not seek to attack or refute
all that Dr. Popper has to say about science or about society. On the
contrary, I accept and agree with a good deal of it. This book is not a
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polemic against Dr. Popper, but an answer to his polemic against
Marxism. I am secking only to answer his charges and (as the sequel
will show, this is often the right word) smears against Marxism, so as
to make as clear as I can what Marxism really stands for, and to show
that a rational and scientific approach to social problems (which
Dr. Popper professes to demand) lends support to Marxism.

Dr. Popper has popularised in sociology and politics the use of the
word “open”. In the title of this book, and in the discussions it contains,
I have ventured to borrow it from him. A society is “open” when
there is nothing to stop individuals, if they choose, from developing
their abilities and personalities to the fullest extent, and when social
institutions are so ordered that they can be changed and developed, by
decision of the members of society, in any way that will assist indi-
viduals to live more fully and more freely. On the other hand, it is
“closed” when the members of society are bound by rules and regula-
tions, conventions and prejudices, strictly enforced, which restrict
their choices and impose on them a pattern of life rigidly limited by
institutions which may not be changed.

The open society and progress towards the open society demand
(so Dr. Popper declares, and I agree with him) an open way of think-
ing, characterised by rationality as opposed to blind belief in dogmas.
For the open society we need an outlook which rejects dogmas and
judges things only on the basis of evidence, always ready to think
again when experience falsifies earlier conclusions. This I have ventured
to call an “open philosophy”.

Dr. Popper’s objection to Marxism is that he imagines it to be a
closed philosophy, a system of dogmas, what he calls “a reinforced
dogmatism”. And inevitably, so he maintains, the Marxist dogmas
enjoin a corresponding closed attitude in social life—the imposition on
society of rules, regulations, tyrannies of custom, enforced by political
tyranny, which effectively close for individuals, and for society as a
whole, all the avenues of free development.

But, one may ask, is a society really “open’ when social production
is tied to ensuring the accumulation of capital from surplus value, and
the enjoyment of benefits and privileges by some depends on exploiting
the labour of others? And can one’s mind be really “open” so long as
one is unable to see that such is the case with contemporary capitalist
society, or to see the possibilities of advance which could be opened
up for mankind if only the exploitation of man by man were done
away with? So far from Marxism being a system of dogmas to close
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our minds and discourage the unfettered exercise of reason to work
out how best to promote freedom and the brotherhood of men, it
systematises a way of thinking to open our minds to the appreciation
of things as they are and the practical possibilities of changing them
for the better.

The open way of thinking is the way of thinking which bases itself
on demonstrable rules for finding out how things are, and which
strives to appreciate, therefore, the actual conditions of our material
existence and the necessary conditions for changing them—which
therefore closes the mind to misrepresentations and dogmas, and opens
the mind to the real possibilities of human life. That is why I have
called the philosophy of Marxism “the open philosophy” and the
communist society towards which Marxism directs our sights “the
open society”.

A good deal of this book is controversial—not only because I engage
in a controversy with opponents of Marxism but because there is
controversy within Marxism itself. Inevitably, to answer the objections
of opponents, especially the kind of objections Dr. Popper makes
about Marxism being a dogma and the policies it advocates policies
of dictatorship and tyranny, involves discussions which are contro-
versial as among friends. In this connection I cannot but conclude this
Foreword by acknowledging a particular debt of gratitude to R. Palme
Dutt, who read through most of this book in the form in which I first
drafted it. I alone am responsible for the point of view I express and
for such unclarities and fallacies as may be found in it. But by his
critical observations he helped me on several points to make it more
clear and, I hope, more cogent than it would otherwise have been.

M. C.
London, October 1967






NOTE

Dr. Popper’s anti-Marxist writings are contained in three of his books,
from which I have quoted extensively. For this purpose I have adopted
the following abbreviations in references to them:

The Open Society and its Enemies, Vol. 1~ 1-OS

Vol. 2 2-0S
The Poverty of Historicism PH
Conjectures and Refutations CR

Page references refer to the fourth (revised) paperback edition of
The Open Society and its Enemies, 1962; to the paperback edition of
The Poverty of Historicism, 1961; and to the original edition of
Conjectures and Refutations, 1963.
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THE SCIENTIFIC CHARACTER OF MARXISM

I. MARXISM IN WONDERLAND

“You should say what you mean,” the March Hare told Alice at the
Mad Tea Party. “I do,” Alice replied. “At least, I mean what I say—
that’s the same thing you know.” “Not the same thing a bit!” said the
Hatter.

The rather lengthy expositions and refutations of Marxism by
Dr. K. R. Popper place Marxists in the same predicament as the Hatter
placed Alice. Regardless of what we may say, he undertakes to say
what we mean—and then to show that it is both absurd and obnoxious.

Dr. Popper regards Marxism as a “‘reinforced dogmatism”. To deal
with it, he has himself devised a method of reinforced refutation. He
says what Marxism means, and shows how wrong it is. If any Marxist
objects, “But that is not what we Marxists say!” he replies, “It is
what Marxism means.” How can one answer such a refutation?
As Dr. Popper says in his preface to the second edition of The Open
Society and its Enemies, “my criticism was devastating”.

His exposition, explanation and refutation of Marxism is based on
the assumption that Marxism is essentially unscientific. How unscientific
it is he shows in The Open Society and its Enemies, where he expounds
and exposes first Plato and then Hegel, and then warns the reader—
Marxism is like them ! After such an introduction the reader’s prejudices
are thoroughly aroused, and he is well prepared to assist at the final
exposure and dissolution of Marxist dogmas.

What Marx did, however, was not to follow blindly in the footsteps
of Plato and Hegel, but to work out the foundations of the scientific
theory of man and society. That is what he said he tried to do, and
that is what he did. Marxism is scientific. Marx’s achievement was to
apply the standard methods of science to the study of society and the
solution of social problems. By so doing he performed a signal service
for the working-class movement, for his scientific theory (a) demon-
strated the character and consequences of the exploitation of labour in
modern society, (b) formulated a practical aim of ending that exploita-
tion and its consequences, and () supplied principles on which to
decide the practical policies necessary for realising the aim. Only the
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application and continued application of scientific method could
produce that kind of practical understanding and purpose of which
Marx and Marxists consider the working-class movement to stand in
need.

Marxism stands or falls entirely by whether it can or cannot justify
its scientific claims. But if it is, as is claimed, scientific, then it must be
allowed to share the generally recognised character of scientific
theories and views—namely, that it stakes no claim to finality or
completeness but keeps on adding to, modifying, reformulating and
rearranging its generalisations and recommendations as new experiences
and new problems are presented. A Marxist is, presumably, a follower
of Marx; and Marxism is the continuation of Marx’s work in developing
the scientific theory of the working-class movement and of socialism.
Yet when Marxists try to press forward the scientific development of
Marxism—and that includes not only expansion and elaboration but
correction—our critics tell us: Stop! Marxism is unscientific and is not
allowed to develop like that.

Dr. Popper has himself written a good deal about scientific method,
notably in his book The Logic of Scientific Discovery and in the papers
collected in the volume Conjectures and Refutations. His contributions
to the subject are important and enlightening; and if I shall venture
to suggest that he has not said the last word (and he himself, I suppose,
would hardly claim that) it is not intended to belittle in the least the
value, importance and originality of what he has said. While answering
his refutations of Marxism I am well aware of how much we stand
in his debt. We are indebted to him in two ways. First, the points
he has made about “the logic of scientific discovery” are of great
assistance in formulating and explaining the actual scientific procedures
of Marxism. Second, his efforts to say what we mean are of great
assistance at least in making clear what we do not mean. So far as
we are concerned, we say what we mean and also (which Dr. Popper,
like the March Hare and the Mad Hatter, seems to find it hard to
appreciate) we mean what we say. We say that Marxism is based on
scientific procedures and can only continue on that basis. And we
mean it!

2. IS MARXISM FALSIFIABLE?

In his writings on scientific method Dr. Popper dealt with the question
of the criterion of demarcation between scientific theories, on the one
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hand, and non-scientific (pseudo-scientific or metaphysical) theories
on the other. It is generally agreed that a theory is scientific only if it

is capable of being fested by experience. He pointed out that to be
capable of being tested is to be capable of being falsified. Thus it is not
enough to be able to describe types of instances which would confirm

a theory; it is necessary to be able to describe what sort of instance
would falsify it. “The criterion of the scientific status of a theory is its
falsifiability”” (CR. 37).

This point, a valid and important one, can be appreciated by
reflecting that to test anything it is essential to have a criterion of
Jailure. If there is only a vague idea of what is required to pass the test,
but no clear idea of what will bring failure, then it is possible to wangle
almost anything past the test and the test is as good as worthless. Or if
the test is so devised that anything will pass it, then it is no test at all.
This, Dr. Popper insists, goes for scientific theories. “It is easy to
obtain confirmations for nearly every theory—if we look for confirma-
tions. Every genuine test of a theory is an attempt to falsify it, or refute
it. Testability is falsifiability” (CR. 36).

It is quite possible, as he and others have pointed out, for certain
ingenious theories to masquerade under the title of science when they
are in fact non-scientific—since they have been so constructed as to be
incapable of falsification. They are so constructed that whatever happens
fits in with the theory, and nothing, therefore, can falsify it.

It has been suggested that certain Freudian theories may be of this
sort. Freud said that every man wishes to kill his father and marry his
mother. If a man objects that he does not in fact wish to do such things,
Freud replies that of course he is not aware of so wishing because the
wish has been repressed. And in general, whatever a man consciously
wishes and does, it can always be made out to be linked with and not
incompatible with his unconscious oedipus-complex. But this puts the
Freudian theory outside the bounds of science. It is not a scientific but
a pseudo-scientific theory. It is a “reinforced dogmatism”, so built up
or reinforced as to be unfalsifiable or irrefutable.

These considerations suggested to Dr. Popper the happy idea of
contriving a final refutation of Marxism. People had long been trying
in vain to cite facts which would refute Marx’s social theories. No
wonder they did not succeed, for these theories are so devised as to be
irrefutable—and that refutes them!

If Marxist social theories were irrefutable in this sense, then they
would indeed be unscientific. But the fact that a theory has not been



20 TOWARDS AN OPEN PHILOSOPHY

falsified does not imply that it is unscientific because unfalsifiable. For
example, the law of the conservation of energy (the first law of
thermodynamics) is generally regarded as a genuine and well-tested
scientific law; but it has not been falsified. We can quite well say what
sort of things could happen if the law of the conservation of energy
did not hold; the point is, it does hold and they do not happen.
_ Similarly, we can quite well say what sort of things could happen if
" the basic laws formulated by Marx as governing social development
did not hold; the point is, they do hold, and these things do not
happen. Unhappily for the refutation, Marxism is not irrefutable. Its
basic laws, like those of thermodynamics, correspond with how things
in fact go. What they forbid to happen never does happen.

Dr. Popper says, with truth, that “every ‘good’ scientific theory is
a prohibition: it forbids certain things to happen” (CR. 36). Thus a

“good” or “genuine” scientific law, as distinct from a pseudo—scientiﬁc
one, can always be expressed in the férm: “So and so cannot happen.”
For example, the first law of thcrrnodynarnlcs tells us “You cannot
build perpetual motion machines”, and the second law tells us “You
cannot build machines that are one hundred per cent efficient”. This
way of expressing laws brings out very well their practical value.
Thus the laws of thermodynamics instruct machine-technologists about
the limits of practical possibility within which they can operate (indeed,
it was in connection with the construction of steam engines that these
laws were first discovered). An engine cannot run without fuel, and
the task of the designer is to construct an engine in which the energy
of the fuel will be most efficiently converted into work. That allows
a very large but not unlimited range of possibility for the construction
of engines. But, of course, if someone did contrive an engine which
ran without fuel, or which was one hundred per cent efficient (it
would be a kind of fairy-tale engine), that would falsify the laws of
thermodynamics—and technologists would have to undertake some
new and very fundamental rethinking of their concepts. No one
expects this to happen, but it is imaginable (i.c. it can be described in
fairy tales). The laws of thermodynamics are thus falsifiable but not
falsified. That is, no doubt, why they are considered to be such
very “good” laws.

The fundamental laws which Marx formulated as governing social
development similarly “forbid certain things to happen”. They say
that there must always be a certain kind of correspondence between
forces of production and relations of production. This allows all
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manner of things to be done within the bounds of such correspondence,
but denies the possibility of going outside those bounds. From the
point of view, therefore, of social action—or what Dr. Popper calls
“social engineering”’—it says what is possible and what is not possible.
For example, to use all the resources of modern technology for human
welfare is possible, but not without reconstituting property relations in
correspondence with the social character of production—it is not
possible to combine such use of resources with capitalist ownership
and capitalist profit. What Marxism “forbids to happen” can be
imagined as happening—indeed, in many democratic countries the
principal political parties make a parade of such imaginings at every
general election; but it never happens. If uninterrupted economic
development were to be combined with capitalist enterprise and
capitalist profit, then Marx’s theory would be falsified—just as if a
perpetual motion machine were built the laws of thermodynamics
would be falsified.

The “social engincering” which treats Marxism as reinforced
dogmatism is thus just about on a level with ordinary engineering
which treats the laws of thermodynamics as reinforced dogmatism.
Dr. Popper maintains that the true scientist, always eager to test his
theories in every conceivable way, devotes his main energies to trying
to contrive falsifications. This view of scientific work overlooks the
fact that a scientific attitude also demands the guidance of practical
undertakings in accordance with scientific discovery. Dr. Popper
seems to think that a scientific attitude towards the social discoveries
claimed by Marx would enjoin continually trying all manner of means
to go against the laws which Marx formulated, in the hopes of
falsifying them. The scientifically-minded person must try to preserve
capitalism so as to sec whether Marx’s laws cannot be falsified. The
Marxist who, accepting the laws, advises the abolition of capitalism,
is a mere dogmatist and lacks any conception of the ways of science.
This is like saying that chemists should practise alchemy, in the hopes
of falsifying the laws of chemistry; and that engineers should devote
all their ingenuity to constructing perpetual motion machines.

But Dr. Popper formulates his objection to Marxism also along the
following lines. Marxism forbids certain things to happen, but never-
theless some things which it forbids do happen. In that case the Marxists
admit to having made a mistake, but say that, all the same, “the
fundamentals” of the theory have not been falsified. That shows, says
Dr. Popper, that the theory is nothing but a reinforced dogmatism.
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It has formulated its “fundamentals™ in such a way that they cannot
be falsified. It is not a scientific theory, which submits itself to tests,
but an unscientific theory which evades every test.

The Russian Revolution has been alleged, by Dr. Popper and
others, to provide a case in point. Marx certainly said at one time
that the socialist revolution would begin in the most advanced
industrial countries. He “forbade” it to begin anywhere else—but in
fact it began in Russia. But when this falsification of an eatlier predic-
tion (or prohibition, for every prediction is a prohibition) took place,
Marxists simply said that certain specific features of social development
in particular countries had been underestimated; the revolution began
in Russia because “the chain breaks at its weakest link”.

Does a candid examination of this example really support the
allegation that Marxism is reinforced dogmatism? On the contrary,
Marxism remains falsifiable. Marxists can, it is true, readily account for
the socialist revolution starting in Russia. But if it had started, say,
in the Far East or Central Africa, or if it had never started at all, that
could not have been accounted for, and really would have falsified
Marxism. But it did start, and started where Marxism permitted it to
start. In point of fact Marx himself, in his later correspondence, wrote
that his observations were leading him to the conclusion that revolution
was unlikely after all to start in the industrial countries. Things were
happening in these countries to postpone the revolution he had earlier
expected, but in Russia to accelerate it. His approach to questions
was the normal one of a scientific thinker who is continually ready to
revise former estimates in the light of new evidence, but does not find
it necessary to scrap the whole fundamental theory of his science every
time such a revision is indicated.

Similarly the fact that after the Second World War there was for
many years full employment in Britain, in contradiction to Marx’s
statements about capitalism always creating “a reserve” of unemploy-
ment, does not lead British Marxists to conclude that the whole
Marxist theory of capitalism and socialism has been falsified, but only
that certain special conditions had temporarily come into existence in
Britain.

Scientists generally agree that if predictions made in the light of a
general theory are falsified, and it is then proposed to “save” the
theory by adding “supplementary hypotheses”, the theory must none
the less be scrapped if the only evidence offered for the supplementary
hypotheses is that they save the theory. Thus, for example, the old
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Ptolemaic theory that the planets move in circular orbits round the
earth failed to accord with observations, but was “saved” by postu-
lating irregularities, or epicycles, in the motions of the planets.
However, because the only evidence offered for these epicycles was
that they saved the theory, scientists now generally agree that observa-
tion has falsified the Ptolemaic theory.

It has been suggested that this is how Marxism is “saved” whenever
what happens deviates from a prediction. But in fact the Marxist
procedure has never been to invent supplementary hypotheses. For
example, to account for full employment in Britain we do not invent
a supplementary hypothesis—a kind of economic epicycle. We simply
examine what has actually happened, which has by no means exceeded
the bounds of possibility allowed by the general theory of Marxism,
and find that it has led to consequences predictable and accountable
within the theory. And similarly with the Russian Revolution.

The rescue of Marxism in such cases is interestingly paralleled by
a second example from the theory of planetary motions. After the
Ptolemaic theory had been supplanted by Kepler's laws, certain
irregularities were observed in the motion of the planet Uranus which
did not accord with the predictions made by the laws. So it was
suggested that there was in fact another planet, whose existence had
previously passed unnoticed, the influence of which would account
for the irregularities. Sure enough, this other planet (now named
Neptune) was observed when telescopes were directed in the right
direction—so Kepler’s laws were “saved”, since they did not “forbid”’
there being another planet but allowed for its existence. It is just
the same with Marxism, when social “irregularities” (such as the
Russian Revolution or full employment in Britain) take place—we
look for and find the causes of these “irregularities”.

3. FUNDAMENTALS OF MARXIST SOCIAL THEORY

Is there really anything wrong with saying, as Marxists say, that the
“fundamentals” of Marxist social theory are not refuted even when
certain particular expectations of events are falsified? Is it really a
defect of a theory when its fundamentals are so framed that a rather
wide range of possible happenings can be fitted into it? If so, then
not only Marxism but a number of other theories too, generally
regarded as scientific, must be relegated into the category of pseudo-
science. Scientists are for ever being faced with failures of prediction,
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which they manage nevertheless to fit into the framework of their
theories; and that is how the theories generally develop.

To deal with the question of whether Marxism is science or pseudo-
science it is advisable to begin by asking what the fundamental
propositions of Marxist social theory actually say, and how Marx
arrived at them.

Before Marx formulated these scientific propositions, social events
were generally accounted for in terms of people’s intentions and
motives, and the structure and institutions of society in terms of the
prevailing ideas. This way of accounting for social phenomena really
does suffer from the defect of being able to account for anything.
People always have intentions, and whatever may happen it can
always be accounted for by saying that certain people acted with
certain intentions—if what happens is what they intended, well and
good; if not, then that is because they made a miscalculation, or
because other people with other intentions interfered with them.
Moreover, because it is practically impossible ever to discover with
certainty what people’s intentions really were, it is always possible to
attribute to them intentions fitting in with what took place, and so
to account for what took place by the attributed intentions. Similarly,
whatever the structure and institutions of society, it can always be
said that they came to exist because certain people thought that was
the best way of arranging social affairs, or else because some people’s
good intentions were frustrated by other people. This type of theory
(described by Marx as “idealist”, because it makes intentions and
ideas the primary motive force in society) can therefore be judged
unscientific precisely on the criteria proposed by Dr. Popper for
distinguishing unscientific from scientific theories. Its obvious short-
coming is that it leaves one still asking—what accounts for people’s
different intentions and ideas, and for some being more successfully
realised than others?

Marx’s formulation of fundamental propositions for social science
disposed of such previously unscientific ways of interpreting and
accounting for events in very much the same way that, in other
branches of inquiry, previously unscientific theories were disposed of
when certain fundamental propositions for the respective sciences
were formulated. For example, the old type of physics, derived from
Aristotle, accounted for physical motion on the principle that every
body secks its natural place and changes according to the potentialities
of change inherent in it. As Galileo, Newton and others effectively
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showed, such theories accounted for nothing because they could
account for anything. Again, the theory of the original creation of
biological species accounted for nothing because it could account for
anything—whatever forms of life were observed could be accounted
for by including them in the original plan of the Creator.

Dr. Popper has pointed out that scientific theories are not arrived
at by so-called “induction” from numerous observations but rather
by posing guestions and answers to them—answers that can then be
observationally tested in all manner of ways. He did not, however,
conclude (as he could have done) that the establishment of funda-
mental theory, or guiding principles, for any field of inquiry has
always depended on somecone asking the right questions. Yet the
genius of the great innovators in science has consisted in their formu-
lating the right questions: once that is done, the answers are generally
rather obvious. Marx’s theory originates from his asking a question
about society.

What is the key question from which Marx’s social theory proceeds?
The theory is not understood unless the question is understood—and
this is why so many people (Dr. Popper included) fail to understand
it, and so say it means what it does not mean.

Faced with all the multitudinous phenomena of social life (both
contemporary and as recorded by history) and seeking to embrace
them all within a theory, Marx did not ask “What will account for
all these phenomena?” Indeed, a question of the form “What accounts
for all the phenomena?” is never the key question for establishing
fundamental scientific theory. The phenomena in detail are to be
accounted for by detailed investigations guided by scientific theory,
which is quite another thing from the theory laying down in advance
just what accounts for them all. So far from being a key question for
science, the question “What accounts for everything?”’ is the very
question which commonly leads to pseudo-science—something is
posited which can so readily account for anything that it accounts
for nothing. Marx is often alleged to have posed against the pseudo-
scientific theory that ideas account for everything the rival pseudo-
scientific theory that economic interest accounts for everything. This
he did not do, and he and Engels denied it frequently and emphatically.

The key question Marx asked was the simple and searching one:
What is the condition for social life of any kind to take place? Once he
asked this question the answer was obvious. The condition for any
kind of social life is that people should associate together to produce



26 TOWARDS AN OPEN PHILOSOPHY

their material means of life. The proposition that to engage in any form
of social activity people must first associate to produce their means of sub-
sistennce, was the fundamental proposition on which Marx based the
science of society.

Having arrived at this proposition, Marx was then able to formulate
the fundamental concepts in terms of which the social mode of production
may be defined. These are the concepts of forces of production and
relations of production. In order socially to produce their means of
subsistence men must fashion tools and implements and acquire the
skill and knowledge for their use—and these are their forces of pro-
duction. And in using those forces of production they must enter
into social relations of production. Men “produce only by co-operating
in a certain way and mutually exchanging their activities”, wrote
Marx in Wage-Labour and Capital. “In order to produce they enter
into relations with one another, and only within these relations does
production take place.” The relations of production are therefore the
multiple relations between individual people as “they exchange their
activities and take part in the whole action of production”. They
include the property relations which people enter into in owning
means of production and in appropriating and distributing the pro-
ducts, and define the economic structure of society and the division
of society into classes.

Having thus concluded that the condition for social life is that men
should engage in a mode of production, consisting of their entering
into definite relations of production for the utilisation of definite
forces of production, Marx proceeded to frame a general hypothesis
about the way social life develops—it may be called the general law
of all social development. This said that people must always adapt their
relations of production to their forces of production, and work out ideas and
organise themselves in institutions to enable them to do so.

This theory (often known as “historical materialism”, and here
stated only in its barest and simplest terms) served Marx (as he put
it in the Preface to The Critigue of Political Economy) “‘as a guiding
thread for my studies”. That is to say, in the study of any particular
phase of social development, past or present, he proceeded to consider
what the forces of production were, what the relations of production
were, and how people’s arguments about ideas and conduct of institu-
tions enabled them to adapt their relations of production to their
forces of production. This procedure served at one and the same time
to account for the principal currents of social activity and their inter-
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play, and to define and delimit the actual possibilities and possible
directions of social change.

Such study, evidently, has to be empirical, like any scientific study—
it is always necessary to ascertain the facts, they cannot be deduced
from general theory. The general theory, like any “good” scientific
theory, guides the inquirer by telling him what to look for; it does not
tell him in advance exactly what he will find. And obviously, on the
one hand, it is possible for the inquirer to make all sorts of errors
(for example, to overlook certain things that are happening, or to
mistake one kind of happening for another) without such errors
falsifying the general theory. On the contrary, the reapplication of the
general theory will assist him to rectify such errors. And on the other
hand, the general theory is sufficiently general, and sufficiently
“flexible”, to allow a very wide margin of possible variations of
development to occur without its being thereby falsified. On the
contrary, in a given situation the theory permits many different
alternative things to happen and, whichever does happen, is still
capable of finding out how to account for it and to follow its
development.

The general guiding theory of Marxism is tested in its application
to inquiries about particular events or sequences of events. And so
far it has not been falsified but confirmed. As I pointed out before,
this does not make it unfalsifiable. Certain things would assuredly
falsify it, only they do not happen—for example, a Stone Age com-
munity managing its affairs by parliamentary government and con-
ducting controversies about the rights of man, or a successfully
managed capitalism.

The methodology by which Marx arrived at his theory of social
development is exactly the same as that employed by Darwin in
establishing the theory of evolution of species by natural selection.
Engels in fact remarked on this in his speech at Marx’s funeral, when
he said: “Just as Darwin discovered the law of development of organic
nature, so Marx discovered the law of development of human history.”
It is remarkable that Marx and Darwin both published their basic
conclusions within a few years of each other, each having worked
independently in applying the same scientific methodology in their
respective spheres of inquiry.

Darwin’s theory rests on the fundamental premise that every living
organism lives by adaptation to an environment from which it
assimilates its requirements of life. This, he realised, is the universal
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condition for the existence of living species—just as Marx realised that
social production is the universal condition for the existence of human
societies. Marx’s point about the human species—that men live in
society by the social production of their means of life—was in fact a
special application to men of the more general proposition about all
living organisms propounded by Darwin. What distinguishes men
from other animals, Marx explained, is the way they obtain their
requirements by social production: from this comes the human
peculiarity of speech, and the whole social and intellectual life by
which men separate themselves from the rest of living nature. Human
evolution then becomes not biological but social. Men do not acquire
and satisfy new needs by any alteration of the organs of their bodies,
but by acquiring new forces of production; and they change their
social life and their own individual habits in so doing.

Having propounded his fundamental proposition, Darwin proceeded
to formulate the general hypothesis of natural selection. In exactly the
same way, having propounded his fundamental proposition, Marx
proceeded to formulate the general hypothesis about adapting relations
of production to forces of production. Darwin, in his work, collected
and sifted an enormous mass of data, demonstrating in detail how his
hypothesis worked out—and he was able to fit all manner of apparent
anomalies into the general theory. Marx in his work did the same. The
scientific methodology employed was identical; and if historical
materialism is to be rejected as pseudo-science, so must the theory of
the evolution of species by natural selection.

This account of the parallel in scientific methodology between the
evolutionary theories of Marx and Darwin does not, incidentally,
invalidate the criticisms that Marx himself made of certain supple-
mentary aspects of Darwin’s original theory. To the general hypothesis
of natural selection Darwin added a supplementary concept—which
he borrowed from Malthus—about “the struggle for existence” and
“the survival of the fittest”. Marx criticised these supplementary
formulations Of DarWin. It iS now Prctty gcncra].ly angCd that thOSC
formulations were defective, and so the Darwinian theory does not
survive in the exact form which Darwin himself originally gave it.
But the “fundamental” Darwinian theory of evolution by natural
selection survives.

Marx’s theory, of course, lacks the “exactness” characteristic of
those sciences which deal with physical and chemical phenomena. For
the generalisations and laws stated in the theory are not formulated in
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quantitative terms. This is alleged to produce in Marx’s theory an
unscientific vagueness. Once again, if this objection makes Marx’s
theory unscientific, it makes Darwin’s theory equally unscientific. Yet
surely no one in his senses would expect all generalisations about social
and biological evolution to be given the quantitative form of the laws
of mechanics or thermodynamics.

It is worth noting, however, that despite these differences we may
discern in the “exact” sciences, too, the self-same procedure for
establishing fundamental theory as is exemplified in the social and
biological theories of Marx and Darwin. For example, in establishing
the fundamental theory of mechanics the idea was adopted that the
condition for the existence of any body in motion relative to other
bodies is that it has a certain motion of its own and is acted on by
external forces. Having once hit on this fundamental idea, there were
then formulated the fundamental concepts of mass, force, inertia,
energy, and so on, in terms of which the laws of mechanics were
formulated—corresponding to the fundamental (but in this case non-
quantitative) concepts of relations of production and forces of pro-
duction formulated by Marx.

The scrutiny of Marx’s fundamental ideas about society reveals,
then, their scientific character. Dr. Popper’s failure to grasp this fact
illustrates his failure, in his published work on scientific method, to
grasp more than one single aspect of scientific procedures. He says
that science proceeds by making “conjectures” which are “falsifiable”,
and then devising all manner of ways of trying to falsify them. So
far as it goes, that is true enough. But yet the body of scientific theory
consists of more than just a collection of falsifiable conjectures which
are variously revised or replaced by other conjectures as falsification
actually overtakes them. Every well-developed science rests on its
fundamental theory, and is guided by it in its inquiries. This is a
feature of science which Dr. Popper never examines—possibly because
he distrusts such expressions as “fundamental theory”, which he
thinks redolent of pseudo-scientific metaphysics.

This shortcoming is evidenced when, after saying that “every ‘good’
scientific theory . . . forbids certain things to happen”, he adds:
“The more a theory forbids, the better it is” (CR. 36).

In making this pronouncement about how to judge how “good” a
scientific theory is, Dr. Popper had, perhaps, in mind examples like
the zoological statement: “‘eagles do not catch flies”’. This statement
is true, and well-authenticated—but its scientific value, as an item of
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zoological science, is slight. It simply “forbids” eagles to catch flies,
and permits them to do anything else. But a “good” scientic account
of eagles must be much more exacting in what it forbids and permits
these birds to do. However, what undoubtedly applies to items of
scientific theory about particular phenomena, does not apply to those
very general theories and very general laws which, by virtue of their
great generality, serve as the fundamentals for all scientific theory
dealing with a whole class of phenomena (biological, physical, chemical,
social, and so on). For example, the first and second laws of thermo-
dynamics simply “forbid” energy not to be conserved and entropy
not to increase; they allow anything to happen within these pro-
hibitions. Again, the Darwinian theory simply forbids species or
varieties to survive for long unless adapted to their environments (a
very liberal prohibition); and similarly, the Marxist theory simply
forbids societies to develop without adapting relations of production
to forces of production. These laws and theories would not be “better”
if they forbade more. On the contrary, they would not be much good
if they forbade too much.

What Dr. Popper seems to have overlooked in his pronouncements
about prohibitions and falsifications is the work of abstraction and
generalisation in scientific theory. The task of “fundamental” theory
is to abstract the necessary or universal condition of existence of the
phenomena studied, and to put forward corresponding generalisations.
Such fundamental theory, very abstract and very general, does not,
should not and cannot satisfy Dr. Popper’s principle that “the more a
theory forbids the better it is”. It is, indeed, difficult to imagine why
on carth Dr. Popper should ever have enunciated such a principle—
except that it gives him a stick to beat Marxism with. But it is not a
“good” stick, and in wielding it Dr. Popper joins the very numerous
and very distinguished company of those who have allowed anti-
communism to cloud their judgment.

In short, in making out that Marx’s theory about society is rein-
forced dogmatism, Dr. Popper has totally neglected to consider
Marx’s actual methodology. Marx in fact laid the foundations of his
theory of society in just the same way as others have laid the founda-
tions of other sciences. And this is plainly evidenced in what Marx
said. As we shall see, having ignored Marx’s actual methodology, Dr.
Popper proceeds to explain that Marx’s theory really means all kinds
of pseudo-scientific things (summed up in such denigratory epithets
as “‘historicism” and “essentialism”) which, however, could not have
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been products of Marx’s scientific method, and which Marx did not say.

Instead of examining Marx’s scientific method, Dr. Popper deals
at some length with the “origins” of Marx’s theory in the philosophy
of Hegel. Hegel was a philosopher who accepted the idealist view of
human affairs, that ideas are what accounts for everything; but in
contrast to those who said, and continue to say, that there is no
accounting for ideas and that therefore there is no discernible “law
of development” in human history, Hegel did see a law of historical
development, namely the logical law of the working out of ideas.
Marx, it is true, was greatly impressed by Hegel’s conception of a
discoverable law of development—but not by Hegel’s account of
what this law of development was. He totally rejected Hegel’s idealism,
and sought instead to arrive at the formulation of a law of development
by the well-tried methods of empirical science. He called this “putting
Hegel on his feet”. The result was the theory of historical materialism.

Dr. Popper, on the other hand, concludes that because Marx
admired and was stimulated by Hegel, 