






































































































































































































































Mao Tse-tung pointed out that "in studying any process . • •  

we must do our utmost to discover its principal contradiction". 
This may be a complex task, since what is the principal con­
tradiction in certain circumstances may not be so in others. 
But unless we grasp the principal contradiction we "cannot 
find the crux of a problem and naturally cannot find the 
method of solving contradictions". 

"This is the method Marx taught us when he studied 
capitalist society," wrote Mao. Some of the controversy now 
raging rou:id some of "the Thoughts of Chairman Mao" turns 
on the question of finding the principal contradiction at the 
present stage of world social development. Mao has asserted 
that it is the one between imperialism and national liberation 
movements. 

The Role of Negation in Development 
The forward movement of development, complex as it may 
be in each particular case, always takes place through the 
struggle of the new and the old and the overcoming of the old 
and dying by the new and rising. 

Thus in social development, in the transition from capital· 
ism to socialism, what is new and rising in the economic life 
of capitalist society-social production-contradicts what is 
old and carried over from the past-private appropriation, 
and a new force arises, the working class, whose struggle 
against the capitalist class is a struggle for the realisation of 
the new stage against the defenders of the old. 

This dialectical conception of development is opposed to the 
older liberal conception favoured by bourgeois theoreticians. 
The liberals recognise development and assert that progress is 
a universal law of nature and society. But they see it as a 
smooth process; and, if they have at times to recognise the 
existence of struggle, they see it mainly as an unfortunate 
interruption, more likely to impede development than to 
help it forward. For them, what exists has not to be sup• 
planted by what is coming into existence, the old has not to 
be overcome by the new, but it has to be preserved, so that 
it can gradually improve itself and become a higher existence. 
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True to this philosophy, which they took over from the 
capitalists, the social democrats strove to preserve capitalism, 
with the idea that it could grow into socialism. And thus 
striving to preserve capitalism, they ended by fighting not for 
socialism but against it. These exponents of no struggle and 
class collaboration cannot avoid struggle :  they simply enter 
into it on the other side. 

Comparing the dialectical materialist, or revolutionary, con­
ception of development with this liberal, reformist conception, 
we may say that the one recognises and embraces, while the 
other fails to recognise and shrinks from, the role of negation 
in development. Dialectics teaches us to understand that the 
new must struggle with and overcome the old, that the old 
must give way to and be supplanted by the new-in other 
words, that the old must be negated by the new. 

The liberal, who thinks metaphysically, understands 
negation simply as saying: "No". To him negation is merely 
the end to something. Far from meaning advance, it means 
retreat; far from meaning gain, it means loss. Dialectics, on 
the other hand, teaches us not to be afraid of negation, but to 
understand how it becomes a condition of progress, a means 
to positive advance. 

The Positive Character of Negation 
"Negation in dialectics does not mean simply saying no," 
wrote Engels in Anti-Diilzring. 

When in the process of development the old stage is negated 
by the new, then, in the first place, that new stage could not 
have come about except as arising from and in opposition to 
the old. The conditions for the existence of the new arose and 
matured within the old. The negation is a positive advance, 
brought about only by the development of that which is 
negated. The old is not simply abolished, leaving things as 
though it had never existed : it is abolished only after it 
has itself given rise to the conditions for the new stage of 
advance. 

In the second place, the old stage, which is negated, itself 
constitutes a stage of advance in the forward-moving process 
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of development as a whole. It is negated, but the advance 
which took place in it is not negated. On the contrary, this 
advance is carried forward to the new stage, which takes into 
itself and carries forward all the past achievement. 

For example : socialism replaces capitalism-it negates it, 
But the conditions for the rise and victory of socialism were 
born of capitalism, and socialism comes into existence as the 
next stage of social development after capitalism. Every 
achievement, every advance in the forces of production, and 
likewise every cultural achievement, which took place under 
capitalism, is not destroyed when capitalism is destroyed, but, 
on the contrary, is preserved and carried further. 

This positive content of negation is not understood by 
liberals, for whom negation is "simply saying no". Moreover, 
they think of negation as coming only from outside, externally. 
Something is developing very well, and then something else 
comes from outside and negates it-destroys it. That is their 
conception. That something by its own development leads to 
its own negation, and thereby to a higher stage of develop­
ment, lies outside their comprehension. 

Thus the liberals conceive of social revolution not only as a 
catastrophe, as an end to ordered progress, but they believe 
that such a catastrophe can be brought about only by outside 
forces. If a revolution threatens to upset the capitalist system, 
that is not because of the development of the contradictions 
of that system itself, but is due to "agitators". 

Of course, there is negation which takes the form simply of 
a blow from outside which destroys something. For instance, if 
I am walking along the road and am knocked down by a car, I 
suffer negation of a purely negative sort. Such occurrences are 
frequent both in nature and in society. But this is not how we 
must understand negation if we are to understand the positive 
role of negation in the process of development. 

At each stage in the process of development there arises the 
struggle of the new with the old. The new arises and grows 
strong within the old conditions, and when it is strong enough 
it overcomes and destroys the old. This is the negation of the 
past stage of development, of the old qualitative state; and it 
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means the coming into being of the new and higher stage of 
development, the new qualitative state. 

Negation of Negation 
This brings us to a further dialectical feature of development 
-the negation of negation. 

According to the liberal idea that negation "means simply 
saying no", if the negation is negated then the original position 
is restored once more without change. According to this idea, 
negation is simply a negative, a taking away. Hence if the 
negation, the taking away, is itself negated, that merely means 
putting back again what was taken away. If a thief takes my 
watch, and then I take it away from him, we are back where 
we started-I have the watch again. Similarly, if I say, "It's 
going to be a fine day", and you say, "No, it's going to be a 
wet day", to which I reply, "No, it's not going to be a wet 
day", I have simply, by negating your negation, re-stated 
my original proposition. 

This is enshrined in the principle of formal logic, "not not-A 
equals A". According to this principle, negation of negation is 
a fruitless proceeding. It just takes you back where you started. 

Let us, however, consider a real process of development and 
the dialectical negation which takes place in it. 

Society develops from primitive communism to the slave 
system. The next stage is feudalism. The next stage is capital· 
ism. Each stage arises from the previous one, and negates it. 
So far we have simply a succession of stages, each following as 
the negation of the other and constituting a higher stage of 
development. But what comes next? Communism. Here there 
is a return to the beginning, but at a higher level of develop· 
ment. In place of primitive communism, based on extremely 
primitive forces of production, comes communism based on 
extremely advanced forces of production and containing 
within itself tremendous new potentialities of development. 
The old, primitive classless society has become the new and 
higher classless society. It has been raised, as it were, to a 
higher power, has reappeared on a higher level. But this has 
happened only because the old classless society was negated 
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by the appearance of classes and the development of class 
society, and because finally class society, when it had gone 
through its whole development, was itself negated by the 
working class taking power, ending exploitation of man by 
man, and establishing a new classless society on the foundation 
of all the achievements of the whole previous development. 

This is the negation of negation. But it does not take us 
back to the original starting point. It takes us forward to a new 
starting point, which is the original one raised, through its 
negation and the negation of the negation, to a higher level. 

Thus we see that in the course of development, as a result of 
a double negation, a later stage can repeat an earlier stage, but 
repeat it on a higher level of development. 

The importance of this conception of negation of negation 
does not lie in its supposedly expressing the necessary pattern 
of all development. All development takes place through the 
working out of contradictions-that is a necessary universal 
law; but specific contradictions do not necessarily work out 
in such a way that an earlier stage of development is repeated 
at a later stage-sometimes that may happen and sometimes 
not, depending on the specific character of the processes of 
development. 

Yet the repetition of an earlier stage is a notable feature 
of some processes of development and, moreover, to bring it 
about is often an important aim of practice. The importance 
of the conception of negation of negation lies in what it says 
about the conditions for such repetition. If features of an 
earlier stage are to be repeated at a later stage, that cannot 
take place by a simple return to the earlier stage-for that 
stage is past and cannot come back. It can only take place 
by their being reproduced at a later stage, in which case they 
are inevitably changed and modified in accordance with the 
character of that later stage. Thus features of the past can 
reappear in the future only as changed and transformed by 
the process of negation of negation and not by a simple 
return to the past. 

This principle, like other principles of dialectics, has a 
quality of obviousness which is often overlooked. It is an 
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obvious truth-but it is overlooked by all those who express a 
hankering to return to the past. Such hankerings must always 
be vain. It is in practice vitally important to realise that 
what is past cannot be restored when forward development is in 
operation. Nevertheless some features of the past may be 
restored, but only by carrying forward the process of develop· 
ment to a new stage, in which those features reappear in new 
ways-"on a higher level", as a negation of negation, enriched 
and transformed as a result of the first negation. 

We have already seen how the negation of negation occurs 
in history in the development from primitive communism to 
communism. The second appearance of communism is only 
possible after going through the whole development of class• 
society-the first negation; and it embodies all that has been 
achieved during that development. 

Again, in the history of thought, the "primitive, natural 
materialism" of the earliest philosophers was negated by 
philosophical idealism, and modern materialism arises only as 
the negation of that negation. 

"This modern materialism," wrote Engels in Anti-Duhring, 
"is not the mere re-establishment of the old, but adds to 
the permanent foundations of this old materialism the 
whole thought content of two thousand years of development 
of philosophy and natural science." 

The practical importance of the negation of the negation 
can be seen most clearly if we take the example of the develop· 
ment of individual property, where it again occurs. 

Marx, in the first volume of Capital, pointed out that the 
pre-capitalist "individual private property founded on the 
labours of the proprietor" is negated-destroyed-by capitalist 
private property. For capitalist private property arises only on 
the ruin and expropriation of the pre-capitalist individual 
producers. The individual producer used to own his instru­
ments of production and his product-both were taken away 
from him by the capitalists. But when capitalist private 
property is itself negated-when "the expropriators are 
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expropriated"-then the individual property of the producers 
is restored once more, but in a new form, on a higher level. 

"This does not re-establish private property for the 
producer, but gives him individual property based on the 
acquisitions of the capitalist era, i.e. on co-operation and 
the possession in common of the land and means of pro· 
duction." 

The producer, as a participant in socialised production, 
then enjoys, as his individual property, a share of the social 
product-"according to his work" in the first stage of com· 
munist society, and "according to his needs" in the fully 
developed communist society. 

When capitalism arose, the onry way forward was through 
this negation of negation. Some of the British Chartists put 
forward in their land policy demands aimed at arresting the 
new capitalist process and restoring the old individual private 
property of the producer. This was vain. The only road 
forward for the producers was by the struggle against capital· 
ism and for socialism-not to restore the old individual 
property which capitalism had destroyed, but to destroy 
capitalism and so re-create individual property on a new, 
socialist basis. 

Similarly the Russian Narodniki, against whom Lenin 
fought in the 1 890s, wanted somehow to arrest the process of 
capitalist development and restore the old peasant communes. 
Lenin's fight against them was based on showing that this was 
impossible. 

The principle of negation of negation is thus an expression 
of the simple truth that one cannot put the clock back and 
reconstitute the past. One can only move forward into the 
future through the working out of all the contradictions 
contained within the given stage of development and through 
the negations consequent on them. 
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Chapter Eleven 

A S C I ENT I F I C  W O R L D  O U T L O O K  

Science and Materialism 
Dialectical materialism, the philosophy adopted by Marxist 
parties, is a truly scientific world outlook. For it is based on 
considering things as they are, without arbitrary, pre­
conceived assumptions (idealist fantasies) ;  it insists that our 
conceptions of things must be based on actual investigation 
and experience, and must be constantly tested and re-tested 
in the light of practice and further experience. 

Indeed, "dialectical materialism" means : understanding 
things just as they are ("materialism") , in their actual inter­
connection and movement ("dialectics") . 

The same cannot be said about other philosophies. They all 
make arbitrary assumptions of one kind or another, and try to 
erect a "system" on the basis of those assumptions. But such 
assumptions are arbitrary only in appearance; in fact they 
express the various prejudices and illusions of definite classes. 

Dialectical materialism is in no sense a philosophy "above 
science". 

Others have set philosophy "above science'', in the sense 
that they have thought they could discover what the world 
was like just by thinking about it, without relying on the data 
of the sciences, on practice and experience. And then, from 
this lofty standpoint, they have tried to dictate to the scientists, 
to tell them where they were wrong, what their discoveries 
"really meant" and so on. 

But Marxism makes an end of the old philosophy which 
claimed to stand above science and to explain "the world as 
a whole". 
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"Modem materialism • • •  no longer needs any philosophy 
standing above the sciences," wrote Engels in Anti-DUhring. 
"As soon as each separate science is required to get clarity 
as to its position in the great totality of things and of our 
knowledge of things a special science dealing with this 
totality is superfluous." 

Dialectical materialism, he further wrote : 

"is in fact no longer a philosophy, but a simple conception of 
the world which has to establish its validity and be applied 
not in a science of sciences standing apart, but within the 
positive sciences • • • • Philosophy is therefore • • •  both 
abolished and preserved; abolished as regards its form, and 
preserved as regards its real content." 

Our picture of the world about us, of nature, of natural 
objects and processes, their interconnections and laws of 
motion, is not to be derived from philosophical speculation, 
but from the investigations of the natural sciences. 

The scientific picture of the world and its development is 
not complete, and never will be. But it has advanced far 
enough for us to realise that philosophical speculation is 
superfluous. And we should refuse to fill in gaps in scientific 
knowledge by speculation. 

The growing picture of the world which natural science un­
folds is a materialist picture-despite the many efforts of 
philosophers to make out the contrary. For step by step as 
science advances it shows how the rich variety of things and 
processes and changes to be found in the real world can be 
explained and understood in terms of material causes, without 
bringing in God or spirit or any supernatural agency. 

Every advance of science is an advance of materialism 
against idealism, a conquest for materialism-although when 
driven out of one position idealism has always taken up 
another position and manifested itself again in new forms, so 
that in the past the sciences have never been consistently 
materialist. 
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For every advance of science means showing the order and 
development of the material world "from the material world 
itself". 

Science and Socialism 
The scientific character of Marxism is manifested especially in 
this, that it makes socialism into a science. 

We do not base our socialism, as the utopians did, on a con­
ception of abstract human nature. The utopians worked out 
schemes for an ideal society, but could not show how to achieve 
socialism in practice. Marxism made socialism into a science by 
basing it  on an analysis of the actual movement of history, of 
the economic law of motion of capitalist society in particular, 
thus showing how socialism arises as the necessary next stage 
in the evolution of society, and how it can come about only 
by the waging of the working-class struggle, through the 
defeat of the capitalist class and the institution of the dictator­
ship of the proletariat. 

Thus Marxism treats man himself, society and history, 
scientifically. 

"Socialism, since it has become a science, demands that it 
be pursued as a science," wrote Engels in his Prefatory 
Note to "Peasa;;t War in Germany", "that is, that it be studied. 

The task will be to spread with increased zeal among the 
masses of the workers the ever more clarified understanding 
thus acquired, to knit together ever more firmly the organisa­
tion both of the party and of the trade unions." 

Scientific study of society shows that human history de­
velops from stage to stage according to definite laws. Men 
themselves are the active force in this development. By 
understanding the laws of development of society, therefore, 
we can guide our own struggles and create our own socialist 
future. 

Thus scientific socialism is the greatest and most important 
of all the sciences. 

The practitioners of the natural sciences have been getting 
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worried because they feel that governments do not know how 
to put their discoveries to proper use. They have good cause to 
worry about this. Science is &>covering the secrets of nuclear 
energy, for example; but its discoveries are being used to create 
weapons of destruction. Many people are even coming to 
believe that it would be better if we had no science, since its 
discoveries open up such terrifying possibilities of disaster. 

How can we ensure that the discoveries of science are put to 
proper use for the benefit of mankind ? It is scientific socialism 
alone which answers this problem. It teaches us what are 
the forces which make history and thereby shows us how we 
can make our own history today, change society and determine 
our own future. It teaches us, therefore, how to develop the 
sciences in the service of mankind, how to carry them forward 
in today's crisis. Physics can teach us how to release nuclear 
energy, it cannot teach us how to control the social use of 
that energy. For this there is required, not the science of the 
atom, but the science of society. 

Conclusions 
We have now briefly surveyed the principal features of the 
Marxist materialist conception of the world and of the Marxist 
dialectical method. What conclusions can we draw at this 
stage? 

( 1 )  The world outlook of dialectical materialism is a con­
sistent and reasoned outlook, which derives its strength from 
the fact that it arises directly from the attempt to solve the 
outstanding problems of our time. 

The epoch of capitalism is an epoch of stormy development 
in society. It is marked by revolutionary advances of the forces 
of production and of scientific discovery, and by consequent 
uninterrupted disturbance of all social conditions. This sets one 
theoretical task above all, and that is to arrive at an adequate 
conception of the laws of change and development in nature 
and society. 

To this theoretical task dialectical materialism addresses 
itself. 

(2) This is not the task of working out a philosophical 
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system, in the old sense. What is required is not any system 
of ideas spun out of the heads of philosophers, which we 
can then admire and contemplate as a system of "absolute 
truth". 

Capitalist society is a society rent with contradictions, and 
the more it has developed the more menacing and intolerable 
for the working people have the consequences of these con• 
tradictions become. The new powers of production are not 
utilised for the benefit of society as a whole but for the profit 
of an exploiting minority. Instead of leading to universal 
plenty, the growth of the powers of production leads to 
recurrent economic crises, to unemployment, to poverty and 
to hideously destructive wars. 

Therefore the philosophical problem of arriving at a true 
conception of the laws of change and development in nature 
and society becomes, for the working people, a practical 
political problem of finding how to change society, so that the 
vast new forces of production can be used in the service of 
humanity. For the first time in history the possibility of a full 
and rich life for everyone exists. The task is to find how to 
make that possibility a reality. 

It is to the solution of this practical task that the theory of 
dialectical materialism is devoted. 

(3) Addressing itself to this task, dialectical materialism is 
and can only be a partisan philosophy, the philosophy of a 
party, namely, of the party of the working class, whose object 
is to lead the millions of working people to the socialist 
revolution and the building of communist society. 

(4) Dialectical materialism cannot but stand out in sharp 
contrast to the various contemporary schools of bourgeois 
philosophy. 

What have these various schools of philosophy to offer at 
the present time? Systems and arguments by the bucketful­
most of them neither original nor cogent, if one takes the 
trouble to analyse them closely. But no solution to the problems 
pressing upon the people of the capitalist countries and the 
colonies. How to end poverty? How to end war? How to 
utilise production for the benefit of all? How to end the 
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oppression of one nation by another? How to end the exploita­
tion of man by man? How to establish the brotherhood of 
men? These are our problems. We must judge philosophies 
by whether or not they show how to solve them. By that 
criterion, the philosophical schools of capitalism must one 
and all be judged-"weighed in the balance and found 
wanting". 

The prevailing bourgeois philosophies, with all their 
differences, have in common a retreat from the great positive 
ideas which inspired progressive movements in the past. True, 
there remain within the ranks of bourgeois philosophy those 
who continue, according to their lights, trying to preserve and 
carry forward some of these positive ideas. For they are ideas 
which cannot by any manner of means be extinguished. But 
the prevailing philosophies emphasize men's helplessness and 
limitations; they speak of a mysterious universe; and they 
counsel either trust in God or else hopeless resignation to fate 
or blind chance. Why is this? It is because all these philosophies 
are rooted in acceptance of capitalism and cannot see beyond 
capitalism. From start to finish they reflect the insoluble crisis 
of the capitalist world. 

(5) Dialectical materialism asks to be judged and will be 
judged by whether it serves as an effective instrument to show 
the way out of capitalist crisis and war, to show the way for 
the working people to win and wield political power, to show 
the way to build a socialist society in which there is no more 
exploitation of man by man and in which men win increasing 
mastery over nature. 

Dialectical materialism is a philosophy of practice, 
indissolubly united with the practice of the struggle for 
socialism. 

It is the philosophy born out of the great movement of our 
times-the movement of the people who labour, who "create 
all the good things oflife and feed and clothe the world", to rise 
at last to their full stature. It is wholly, entirely dedicated 
to the service of that movement. This is the source of all its 
teachings, and in that service its conclusions are continually 
tried, tested and developed. Without such a philosophy, the 
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movement cannot achieve consciousness of itself and of its 
tasks, cannot achieve ·unity, cannot win its battles. 

Since the greatest task facing us is that of ending capitalist 
society and building socialism, it follows that the chief problem 
to which dialectical materialism addresses itself, and on the 
solution of which the whole philosophy of dialectical material­
ism turns, is the problem of understanding the forces of 
development of society. The chief problem is to reach such 
an understanding of society, of men's social activity and of 
the development of human consciousness, as will show us how 
to achieve and build the new socialist society and the 
new socialist consciousness. The materialist conception and 
dialectical method with which we have been concerned in this 
volume are applied to this task in the materialist conception of 
history. 
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