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Joost Kircz

Marcel van der Linden’s contribution is a nice example of scholarship and creative thinking. In this comment I hope to contribute a furthering towards developing thoughts. Hopefully not in same vein as that underdeveloped countries are nowadays called developing countries, without a clear progression in the development. 

1- The notion of a law in social sciences is a questionable entity. 

In the natural sciences, sciences that deal with “mindless” objects of many identical items of a well-defined kind, laws are considered regularities with some forecasting features. If we understand the laws of motion, we can predict where an object with an initial velocity and direction will show up the next morning.

But even in the natural sciences we have next to deterministic laws, also statistical laws characterised by the averaging out of possible unique individual characteristics.

Further more we have to make a clear distinction between laws that are based on a firm theory and inductive laws that turn out to be correct, but are not yet based on a formal, comprehensive and internal consistent theoretical framework.

Even worse, the two most successful theories in modern physics: quantum mechanics and general relativity are ontological incompatible. Laws are always in a context and contingent on the theory at issue.

Hence, great care has to be taken to transpose the notion of laws to societal developments where we don’t deal with identical objects or situation. 

2- As a result of the success of the natural sciences and the idealistic kladderadatsch in the early socialist movement, Marx and Engels coined the term Scientific Socialism in an early attempt to reveal the underlaying currents in the societal movements, with a critique on the political economy as a result. As history is never repeating herself, societal regularities or laws will always have a strong inductive strand as no clean repetitive experiments are possible. Heuristics remain an important ingredient in defining social laws.

3- It goes without saying that the understanding of the inner logic of socio-economical developments is crucial for political action. But the reverse is also a key aspect in Mandel’s thinking. The subjective factor in e.g. Yugoslavia and Vietnam where old Stalinist leaderships developed a revolutionary policy “against the inner logic” of their systems is an essential element in Mandel’s work and in particular in his polemics against sectarian (or so you wish formalistic) Trotskyite currents. Uneven and combined can only be understood as a mutual -yes indeed dialectical- description. 

4- The goal of an immanent critique on capitalism in Marxism is, after all, an attempt to overthrow capitalism and to replace it with a more humanistic and democratic social order. Understanding a system that we are experiencing as unjust is needed not only for attacking it from within (as we are part of it) but also to define -teleologically (goal oriented) - where we want to end up and how that next station in human development can be reached by what means. Think about the pertinent discussion in Trostky’s Their Morals and Ours about the entanglement of goal and means.

5- In the works of Ernest Mandel goal oriented, strategic, programmatic goals, political power and analyses of underlaying structures are strongly intertwined. In his economical analyses, he never lost his reason for the analysis namely the political struggle for power. In that sense we clearly see many voluntaristic (so you wish Leninist) tendencies. 

6- The “law” of uneven and combined development is a clear example of a heuristic approach in an attempt to formulate a dynamics that reveals the internal capitalist motion based on the contradictions created by the same capitalist development. The historical examples of uneven and combined development are interesting enough to suggest a pattern. Novack played an important role in the ideological establishment of American Trotskyism, but was prone to schematising, in an attempt to counter weight Stalinist vulgarisation as well as American pragmatism. A fundamental law of human history can be no more than an understanding that ‘unevenness and combined development’ is a potent agent for change. But still change doesn’t necessarily mean progress as Mandel often emphasised that next to Socialism, Barbarism is still an option. The possibility for a positive leap forward due to the tensions between combined but unequal forces is not “an iron law” of history but demands according to Marx, Trotsky and Mandel a strong working class.  

7- Mandel tried to distil patterns -social laws- out of a deep historical study of capitalism with the conscience goal to create analytical tools for the political arena. As is clear from all works of Mandel, enthusiasm and optimism sometimes wins it from analytical exactitude. It is in my opinion wrong to positively quote Neusüss as if Mandel turns logic upside down. Indeed Mandel presents historical experimental evidence for a heuristic law, and in a sense proves it inductively. But it is not the case that a natural law exists that needs confirmation. All societal laws -even more than scientific once- are human made.

8- So I agree with Van der Linden in his Provisional Conclusions that the “law” is restrictive. In society we don’t have yet laws that predict the boiling point of class struggle at one atmosphere (which is by the way about a Bar, hence 1000 millibar). Yes indeed the proof of the law is in hindsight, but that doesn’t mean that the law is not a heuristic tool in analysing modern Capitalism in order to define politics. 

Van der Linden correctly calls for accurate descriptions of causal mechanisms, preferably in repetition. The essential tension however is that in history repetition is always a look-alike and never a sameness. Which brings us to the issue of Isomorphisms.

9- In his final paragraph the author touches upon the issue of imitation and isomorphism. Also here, the dream is nicer than reality. To what extent can we speak of isomorphic developments, in other words developments in which at least the essential features are the same? If we declare the “law” of uneven and combined development a productive heuristic tool in the development of meta cultural understanding of historical processes, then we are better off if we if we shift from features to dynamics. The overtaking of a development by a backward social and unstable unit in contact with a mature developed stable unit is clearly an important ingredient for social breakthroughs. The interesting issue is how far we can abstract from the concrete look-alikeness (isomorphism) in an attempt to define the dynamics. My feeling is that we then have to concentrate on the tensions in the various settings as they generate the energy for change. In that sense the value of the “law” is not in the collection of look-alike situations in order to proof an objective  Novackian law, but to develop tools to better understand the tensions between the combined and uneven developments as well as the internal tensions in both developments per se, including the subjective factor.  

