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Immortal Contributions
Part 4: Philosophy

Mao in Yenan where he wrote On Practice and On Contradiction.

Introduction

The first three articles in this series have dealt with
Mao's contributions in the areas ofrevolution in coloni
al countries, revolutionary warfare and military strate
gy, and political economy, economic policy and social
ist construction Revolution, April-May, June and Ju
ly 1978 respectively). But would it have been possible
for Mao to develop his revolutionary line in these, and
other, spheres and make such great contributions in
these areas without the consistent application ofMarx
ist philosophy, materialist dialectics? Impossible.

In fact, as the previous articles have stressed, Mao's
contributions in these fields are all based upon and
characterized by the thoroughgoing application of ma-
teriaiist dialectics. A t the same lime Mao devoted great
attention to and further developed and enriched
Marxism-Leninism in the realm of philosophy in its
own right. This itself was dialectically related to his
contributions in other areas and most especially, as
will be gone into later in this article, to what is overall
his greatest contribution—the development of the
theory and line of continuing the revolution under the
dictatorship of the proletariat.

Struggle and development on the philosophical
front are closely linked with struggle and development
in society as a whole. This has always been the case
and becomes all the more so with the emergence of
Marxism and the development of the proletariat into a
class for itself, that is, with the development of the
class conscious movement of the working class. Under
socialism this truth lakes on even greater importance,
because the task of the proletariat as master of social
ist society is to consciously transform nature, society
and the people according to its world outlook and ad
vance to communism.

So long as there are classes, any kind ofphilosophy
has a class nature. And "Philosophy always serves
politics. " ("Momentous Struggle on the Question of
the Identity Between Thinking and Being, " Three Ma
jor Struggles On China's Philosophical Front, Peking
Foreign Language Press, 1973. p. 47)

As Mao himself insisted, the foundation of philoso
phy—in class society—is class struggle, and this is
especially true of Marxist philosophy. Mao explained
it this way: "There is a struggle between the proletariat
and the bourgeoisie.. . ■ The oppressors oppress the op
pressed, while the oppressed need to fight back and
seek a way out before they start looking for philoso
phy. It was only when people took this as their starting
point that there was Marxism-Leninism, and that they
discovered philosophy. iYe have all been through
this." In this same talk Mao pointedly said to a group
of intellectuals. "If you don't engage in class struggle,
then what is this philosophy you 're engaged in?" (See
"Talk on Questions of Philosophy, " Chairman Mao
Talks To The People, edited by Stuart Schram, pp.

212, 213. 215)
But philosophy in turn exerts a tremendous reaction

on the political struggle. This is the main reason why
Mao not only devoted great attention to philosophy
and to struggle in this realm himself but repeatedly in
sisted that philosophy must be liberatedfrom the con
fines of the scholar's study and be taken up by (he
broad masses of people. For without consciously tak
ing up Marxist philosophy and breaking the mental
shackles of the philosophy of the exploiting classes it
would be impossible for the proletariat and the broad
masses to smash completely the fetters of capitalism
and class society, emancipate mankind and bring
about a qualitative leap in its mastery over nature.

Foundations of Marxist Philosophy

Mao systematized and enriched the understanding
of the fundamental law of contradiction and armed
masses of people, not only in China but worldwide,
with this deepened understanding. This is the essence
oT Mao's tremendous contribution lo Marxism-Lenin-
ism in the sphere of philosophy. To grasp this fully It is
necessary fi rst to summarize the basic principles of
Marxist philosophy and their development beginning
with Marx and Engels.

Marxist philosophy, like Marxism in, general, did
not, of course, spring fuU-blowh from the head of
Marx. As Mao was reported to have jokingly asked,
when Marx was a very young man did he study any
Marxism? Marxist philosophy was forged by Marx, in
close collaboration with Engels, by concentrating,
reconstructing and recasting what was correct in
Hegel's dialectical method and the materialism of
Feuerbach, both of whose schools of thought Marx
successively passed through as a young man, before he
became a Marxist.

In "Ludwig Feuerbach And The End Of Classical
German Philosophy," Engels summarizes this pro
cess. There he shows how the development of Hegel's
philosophy, as well as that of Feuerbach—and that of
Marx and Engels themselves—were closely link^ to
the development of capitalism and the rapid advances
in science and technology as well as the dramatic social
changes and upheavals that were associated with it, es
pecially in the late 18th and early 19th centuries.

. Engels explained with regard to Hegel's philosophy
that:

"Just as the bourgeoisie by large-scale industry,
competition and the world market dissolves in practice
all stable time-honoured institutions, so this dialectical
philosophy dissolves all conception of final, absolute
truth and of absolute states of humanity correspon
ding to it. For it nothing is final, absolute, sacred. It
reveals the transitory character of everything and in
everything: nothing can endure before it except the un
interrupted process of becoming and passing away, of

endless ascendancy from the lower to the higher. And
dialectical philosophy itself is nothing more than the
mere reflection of this process in the thinking brain."
(Engels, "Ludwig Feuerbach And The End Of
Classical German Philosophy," Marx and Engels,
Selected Works, Vol. 3, p. 339, Progress Publishers,
1973.)

But at the time Hegel developed his philosophy (the
fi rst few decades of the 19th century) capitalism was
only weakly developing in Germany. The German
state was not united under capitalist rule, the bour
geois revolution in Germany had nof been completed
and the rising bourgeoisie was forced to compromise
with the feudal aristocracy and the monarchy in the
person of Frederick William III, King of Prussia. All
this had a great influence on Hegel's thinking, both
philosophical and political.

Hegel endeavored to develop a complete philosophi
cal system, which had its material basis in the contra
dictory conditions in Germany at that time. Owing to
this, while Hegel's method was dialectical, his philoso
phical system ended up in metaphysics, in the pro
clamation of a realized absolute truth represented pre
cisely by HegeT$ philosophical system itself. Hegel was
after all an Idealist, whose philosophical system in
vented an Absolute Idea, existing prior to and in
dependent of nature; this Idea then "alienated" itself
into nature, to be progressively comprehended by rnan
in society, leading up to its fi nal and complete realiza
tion in the philosophical system of Hegel.

As Engels expressed it:

"The whole dogmatic content of the Hegelian system
is declared to be absolute truth, in contradiction to his
dialectical method, which dissolves all dogmatism.
Thus the revolutionary side is smothered beneath the
overgrowth of the conservative side. And what applies
to philosophical cognition applies also to historical
practice. Mankind, which, in the person of Hegel, has
reached the point of working out the absolute idea,
must also in practice have gotten so far that it can
carry out this absolute idea in reality. Hence the prac
tical political demands of the absolute idea on contem
poraries may not be stretched too far. And we find at
the conclusion of (Hegel's] Philosophy of Right that
the absolute idea is to be realised in the monarchy bas
ed on social estates which Frederick William III so per
sistently but vainly promised to his subjects [i.e., a
constitutional monarchy)." (Ibid., pp. 340-341)

Especially after Hegel's death in 1831, however,
there were those, including Marx and Engels, who in
herited the revolutionary side- of Hegel's philoso
phy—its dialectical method. Engels stressed that while
Hegel's system led to conservatism in both philosophy
and politics, "whoever regarded the dialectical method
as the main thing could belong to the most extreme op
position, both in politics and religion." (Ibid., p. 342)
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And, Engels recalled, after 1840, when in Prussia "or
thodox pietism and absolute feudal reaction ascended
the throne with Frederick William IV," Marx—and
Engels himself—took the field of opposition as part of
those "Young Hegelians" whose stand "reveal^ itself
directly as the philosophy of the aspiring radical
boui^eoisie and used the meagre cloak of philosophy
only to deceive the censorship." (Ibid., p. 343)

But Marx and Engels soon revealed themselves to be
more radical than bourgeois. Here is Engels' descrip
tion of what happened next in their development:

"Then came Feuerbach's Essence of Christian
ity. .. it placed materialism on the throne again.
Nature exists independently of all philosophy, it is the
foundation upon which we human beings, ourselves
products of nature, have grown up. Nothing exists
outside nature and man, and the higher beings our
religious fantasies have created are only the fantastic
reflection of our own essence. The spell was broken;
the [Hegelian] system was exploded and cast
aside.. .One must himself have experienced the
liberating effect of thb book to get an idea of it. En
thusiasm was general; we all became at once Feuer-
bachians. How enthusiastically Marx greeted the new
conception and how much—in spite of critical reserva-
tiotis—he was influenced by it, one may read in The
Holy Family. " (Ibid., p. 344)

But Feuerbach was not a thoroughgoing materialist.
Driven into isolation by the reactionary authorities,
Feuerbach retreated philosophically as well. He re
jected consistent materialism because he conceived of
materialism as that kind characteristic of the 18th cen

tury—mechanical materialism, metaphysics as oppos
ed to dialectics—as represented especially by the
French materialists of that period. This materialism
recognized only quantitative motion and treated the
divisions in nature as absolute, reflecting the level of
scientific discovery at that time and the fact that
capitalism had not yet gained conquest of society (a
major exception being England, where it involved the
continuation of the monarchy and a landed aristoc
racy). Such materialism failed to grasp the fact .that
everything is contradiction; that the "natural order" is
change, marked by leaps (qualitative change); that
there is interconnection of contradictory things; and
that there is only relative, not absolute, division bet
ween different kinds of matter in motion.

Finally Feuerbach himself ended up in idealism.
While he had showed that religion represented merely
the fantastic expression in the human mind of human
and natural existence, he attempted not to abolish
religion but to give human relations a religious
character. As Engels characterized it:

"According to Feuerbach, religion is the rdalion'
between human beings based on the affections, the
relation based on the heart, which religion until now
has sought its truth in a fantastic mirror image of
reality—in the mediation of one or many gods, the
fantastic mirror images of human qualities—but now
finds it directly and without any mediation in the love
between T and 'Thou.' Thus, finally, with Feuerbach
sex love becomes one of the highest forms, if not the
highest form, of the practice of his new religion."
(Ibid., p. 354)

And things turn out even worse when Feuerbach's
philosophical and moral system is carried into the field
of economic, social and political relations. Engels,
with both sarcasm and regret, pointed out that the
stock exchange indeed served as the perfect model and
"temple" for Feuerbach's moral credo, for there
everyone involved equally pursues his right to hap
piness, and ethics can be equated with doing well. In
short, Feuerbach went no farther than the bourgeoisie
itself in the final analysis—no farther than enshrining
equality before the law as the highest principle of
society. As Engels said, "Feuerbach's morality is cut
exactly to the pattern of modern capitalist society, lit
tle as Feuerbach himself might desire or imagine it."
(Ibid., p. 358)

Therefore towards the oppressed classes, and the
proletariat in capitalist society in particular, Feuer
bach's philosophy/morality could only preach
capitulation in the guise of "love" and "equality."
Engels summed up that "At this point the last relic of
its revolutionary character disappears from his
philosophy, leaving only the old cant: Love one
another—fall into each other's arms regardless of dis
tinctions of sex or estate [class]—a universal orgy of
reconciliation." (Ibid., p. 359)

Marx' Leap

Thus it was necessary to go beyond Feuerbach, who
had evolved out of Hegelianism of an unorthodox
sort, but had been incapable of making an actual
qualitative leap beyond Hegel and idealism in general.
It was Marx who, more than anyone else, led in mak
ing this leap. As Engels summarized it, "Out of the
dissolution of the Hegelian school, however, there
developed still another tendency, the only one which
has borne real fruit. And this tendency is essentially
connected with the name of Marx." (Ibid., p. 361)
Marx did not completely cast aside Feuerbach. any

more than he did Hegel. He criticized Feuerbach's
failure to carry materialism forward and he critically
assimilated the materialist side of Feuerbach. Accor-"
ding to Engels, Marx' "Theses On Feuerbach," writ
ten in 1845, is "the first document, in whicji is
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outlook." (Engels, op. cit., "Foreward To The 1888
Edition," p. 336)

In these "Theses" Marx showed that Feuerbach was

a contemplative materialist. "The chief defect of all
hitherto existing materialism—that of Feuerbach in
cluded," wrote Marx, "is that the thing, reality, seri-
suousness, is conceived only in the form of the object
or of contemplation, but not as human sensuous ac
tivity. practice, not subjectively. Hence it happened
that the active side, in contradistinction to material
ism, was developed by idealism—but only abstractly,
since, of course, idealism does not know real, sensuous
activity as such." (Marx, "Theses On Feuerbach,"
Marx and Engels Selected Works, Vol. 1, p. 13) For
this reason, Marx said. Feuerbach "regards the
theoretical attitude as the only genuinely human at
titude Hence he does not grasp the significance of
'revolutionary,' of 'practical-critical' activity." (Ibid.)

Here, for the first time in history, Marx is insisting
on the central and determining role of practice in the
process of cognition, its decisive role in the movement
of knowledge. Previously, including with Feuerbach,
as Marx points out, materialism conceived of objective
reality as things existing outside of-and independently
of human thought, but did not consider human activi
ty itself as part of objective reality. Thus Marx says of
Feuerbach that he "wants sensuous objects, really dif
ferentiated from the thought of objects, but he does
not conceive human activity itself as objective
reality." (Ibid.) According to this view tl^e relation of
man to nature iti the process of cognition is simply that
man must reflect external reality in his thoughts, or
contemplate it.
But this by itself cannot solve the question of

whether man's thoughts correctly reflect nature. As
Marx goes on to stress:

"The question whether objective truth can be
attributed to human thinking is not a question of
theory but is apracft'cfl/question. In practice man must
prove the truth, that is, the reality and power, the this-
sidedness of his thinking. The dispute over the reality
or non-reality of thinking which is isolated from prac
tice is a purely jcAo/flsric question." (Ibid.)

In "Ludwig Feuerbach" Engels said that "The great
basic question of all philosophy, especially of more
recent philosophy, is that concerning the relation of
thinking and being." (Engels, op. cit.. p. 345) Already
in 1845, in his "Theses on Feuerbach," Marx had pro
vided the basis for answering this question by identify
ing practice as the criterion of truth. "Social life"
Marx ,said, "is essentially pracricd/. .All mysteries
which mislead theory to mysticism find their rational
solution in human practice and in the comprehension
of this practice." (Marx, op. cit., p. 15)
As for society, Marx explained, contemplative

materialism dealf at most with the role of individuals
in relation to each other. It could not reveal the social
relations that are the essential human relations, or the
actual material conditions that established the basis
for these social relations. "Feuerbach," Marx noted,
"consequently does not see that the 'religious sen
timent' is itself a social product, and that the abstract
individual whom he analyzes belongs in reality to a
particular form of society." (Ibid.)
The problem with Feuerbach was that as far as he

"is a materialist he does not deal with history, and as
far as he considers history he is not a materialist. With
him materialism and history diverge..." ("Feuer
bach, Opposition Of The Materialistic And Idealistic
Outlook" [Chapter I of The German Ideology], Marx
and Engels Selected Works, Vol. 1. pp. 29-30)

Finally, then, in opposition to Feuerbach and all
previous materialists, the new—dialectical ^d
historical—materialism is based on the understanding
that "it is men that change circumstances." and that
"the coincidence of the changing of circumstances
and of human activity can be conceived and rationally
understood only as revolutionizing practice." (MarX,
op. cit., pp. 15, 16.) In other words, what Marx em
phasizes here is that just as men relate to each other in
and through society and arc generally shaped by the
society in which they exist, so, too, on the other hand,
men can and must change society—and through it
nature. Hence Marx' famous statement: "The
philosophers have only interpreted the world, in
various ways; the point, however, is to change it."
(Ibid., p. 15)
Of course, Marx repeatedly stressed, men cannot

change things as they wish but only in accordance with
their objective laws. And this is true with regard to
society as with regard to nature. Society is ultimately
determined by the level of development of the produc
tive forces, which each successive generation inherits.
But society does not simply go through a series of
quantitative changes, characterized only by addition
of productive forces. The material life of society, in
particular the economic relations, forms the base upon
which arise political institutions, customs, laws,
ideology; culture, etc.; these (the superstructure) in
turn exert a tremendous reaction on the economic base
and at particular times become decisive. At certain
points the development of the productive forces itself
brings them into conflict with the economic relations
which people have entered into ih using the productive
forces. At such times a social revolution—a change m
the superstructure—is required to replace the old pro
duction relations with new ones which can liberate the
productive forces.
As Marx put it in criticizing the French

his time, M. Proudhon,'''HB
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forces men change their mode of production; and in
changing their mode of production, in changing .their
way of earning their living, they change all their social
relations." (The Poverty of Philosophy, International
Publishers, 1973 edition, p. 109) But, again, to change
their social relations requires a social revolution. Socie
ty therefore develops, from a lower to a higher level,
through a series of such revolutions (qualitative leaps).
This occurs through the overthrow of one class by
another after a certain point in the development of the
struggle between them; thus the history of society, since
classes first emerged, is the history of class struggle.

Marxist philosophy recognizes in society, as in
nature, the dialectical law of development. And in
fact, recognizing the importance of changing the
world—or of acting in accordance with the world,
especially society, in its changingness, in its motion
and development, and helping to hasten the revolu
tionary leap from capitalism to communism—Marx
and Engels emphasized dialectics. As Lenin put it:

"Marx and Engels, as they grew out of Feuerbach
and matured in the fight against the scribblers,
naturally paid most attention to crowning the structure
of philosophical materialism, that is not to the
materialist epistemology but to the materialist concep
tion of history. That is why Marx and Engels laid the
emphasis in their works rather on dialectical
materialism than on dialectical materialism, and in
sisted on historical materialism rather than on

historical moferto/tsm," (Lenin, "Materialism and
Empirio-Criticism," Collected Works, Vol. 14, p. 329)

Hence, in developing their revolutionary philosophy
Marx and Engels did not simply discard Hegel. Instead
they retained the revolutionary sldexDf Hegel, his dia
lectical method, and as Engels said, "freed [it] from
the idealist trimming which with Hegel had prevented
its consistent execution." (Engels, op. cit., p. 362)
Now it was not a case of the dialectical movement of

an absolute idea, of spirit as the creator and s|iaper of
the material world, but the reverse. Now it was recog
nized thai it is matter that is eternally moving and
changing, and transforming itself into different parti
cular forms which themselves come into being and go
out of existence; and more that ideas, consciousness,
spirit, are but the reflection in the human mind (itself
matter) of this process and follow the same laws of
development. This was dialectical materialism—or
materialist dialectics—and, as applied to history,
historical materialism, as it was developed and
systematized by Marx.and Engels.

Butr as , indicated before,, this philosophy was not
simply, or fundamentally, the product of the brains of
Marx and Engels. It was the.result of.the development
of capitalism, of natural science and of the class strug
gle. And it was the product of a dialectical process of
development of philosophy itself reflecting these
changes and upheavals in society and in man's com
prehension and mastery of the natural world. Nor did
dialectical and historicar materialism represent Marx
and Engeis and a few others alone; it was, and is, the
revolutionary philosophy of the proletariat, both ob
jective and partisan, reflecting both the objective-laws
of natural and historical development and the mter«ts
and historic mission of the proletariat which are fully
in accord with these laws. For unlike all other classes
in human history which, have previously risen to the
ruling position and remolded society in their image,
the proletariat aims not merely to seize power; its mis
sion is not to establish an "eternal" unchanging
system representing the "end point" of human
development, but to abolish all class distinctions and
enable mankind to continuously overcome barriers to .
the development of human society and its transforma
tion of nature.

Lenin Defends, Develops Marxist Philosophy

Here it has been possible to give only the briefest
and most general outline of the development of the
philosophical thinking of Marx and Engels and their
founding of dialectical materialism and historical
materialism through this process. But it should be
pointed out that, with the forging of this scientific
view of nature and society, philosophy as it had been
in the past—as a branch of thought which could only
attempt to fashion in the imagination all-encompas
sing principles for nature, society and thought and
bridge the gap between seemingly unconnected pheno
mena, unifying them into a complete system—such
philosophy came to an end, except as the persistence of
outmoded thinking representing the interests of reac
tionary forces in society.
As Engels forcefully put it. historical materialism

"puts an end to philosophy in the realm of history,
just as the dialectical conception of nature [i.e., dialec
tical materialism] makes all natural philosophy unnec
essary and impossible. It is no longer a question
anywhere of inventing interconnections, from out of
our brains, but of discovering them in the facts."
(Ibid., p. 375) Or as he explained it in another famous
work:

.  ;^,.',;^,,,.;nodern materialism is essentially dialectic, and
;no lohgCT requires the assistance of that sort of
philosophy which, queen-like, pretended to rule the re
maining mob of sciences. As soon as each special
science is bound to make clear its position in the great
totality of things and of our knowledge of things, a
specialsciencedealing.wUh.this tqtaljly is .supeinu9us,
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philosophy is the science of thought and its laws—for
mal logic and dialectics. Everything else is subsumed in
the positive science of Nature and history." (Engels,
"Socialism; Utopian and Scientific," Mar>i and
Engels. Selected Works, Vol. 3, p. 131)

But it hardly needs saying that putting an end to
such outmoded philosophy is not so easy. This is not
only, or even mainly, because this greatly displeases
the professional philosophers, but because,-as sug
gest^ earlier, such outmoded philosophy serves the
reactionary forces in society. Marxist philosophy has
had to fight every step of the way against the decadent
philosophies of the reactionary classes and has
develop^ in opposition to them, to one form or
another of idealism and metaphysics. This is not only a
reflection of the practical struggle between the pro
letariat and the bourgeoisie (and other exploiting
classes) but is also an important part of the overall
struggle between these classes.
And such struggle in the philosophical realm,

reflecting and going hand in hand with practical strug
gle, has taken place very intensely within the socialist
movement, between Marxists and opportunists of
various kinds. This remained true throughout the lives
of Marx and Engels, and one of the results of it was a
further systematizing and deepening of Marxist philo
sophy, as for example in Engels' outstanding work
Anti-Duhring.
Such was also the case with Lenin, and in particular

the sharp struggle he waged to expose and combat
renegades within the Marxist movement. The most
severe of these in the philosophical field, and the one
which produced the most extensive work by Lenin in
defending and developing Marxist philosophy, was
Lenin's scathing criticism of the philosophical and
political opportunists who rallied around the thinking
of Ernst Mach, Austrian physicist and philosopher, in
the early 1900s, especially in the period between the
1905 and the 1917 revolutions in Russia.

Essentially, Machism (the most popular variety of
empirio-criticism at that time) was a form of idealism.
It was linked with the general positivist trend in
philosophy that developed then and was closely akin to
pragmatism, which was the specifically American
form of positivism that arose with the development of
U.S. capitalism into imperialism. (For more on this see
the article "Against Pragmatism," in The Com
munist, theoretical journal of the Central Committee
of the RCP, Vol. 2, No. 2. Summer 1978.)
As Lenin showed, Machism basically attempted to

resurrect the reactionary philosophical concoctions of
Lord George Berkeley, an 18th century British bishop.
The Macbists ridiculed the materialists because, as
Lenin put it, the materialists "recognize something un
thinkable and unknowable—'things-ln-themselves'—
matter 'outside of experience' and outside of our
knowledge." (Lenin, op. cit., p. 23) Instead, the
Machists insisted, the real world consists only of "sen
sations," it consists of things which exist only as they
are realized in our knowledge of them and which have
no existence outside of our knowledge of them. Accor
ding to the Machists, the materialists err because they
"hold that beyond the appearance there is the ihing-in-
itself; beyond the immediate sense data there is
something else, some fetish, an 'idol', an absolute, a
source of 'metaphysiis', a double of religion ('holy
matter', as Bazarov says)." (Ibid.)

In thoroughly refuting this, Lenin demonstrated not
only its fundamental unity with but its near exact co
pying of Berkeley's arguments two centuries earlier.
Berkeley had to attempt to square his blatant
idealism—his insistence that things apparently existing
outside us are merely extensions of the mind—with the
dlfficu)t-to-dismiss sensation that these things not only
exist for different people (different minds) but are us
ed by these different people according to laws which
pertain to these things. To use a simple example, two
different people in a room prove repeatedly capable
not only of recognizing but of sitting on one and the
same chair (though usually not at the same time).
Ev«i Berkeley could not deny this. But how to ex

plain it, consistent with his idealism? Berkeley's an
swer, surprising to few if any, was to attribute all this
to God, a spiritual force which has created and unifies
all existing things, including different people
themselves, into one great whole—one extension of
this spirit. This having been set right, Berkeley was
quite content to allow for the existence of the reality
commonly perceived by ordinary mortals and even of
natural laws pertaining to this reality. As Lenin sarcas
tically summarized it;

"Berkeley does not deny the existence of real things!
Berkeley does not go counter to the opinion of all
humanity! Berkeley denies 'only' the teaching of the
philosophers, viz., the theory of knowledge which
seriously and resolutely takes as the foundation of all
its reasoning the recognition of the external world and
the reflection thereof in the minds of men." (Ibid., p.

29)

And such, in essence, was the denial of the
Machists, though they did not insist on the invention
of God in the same way as Berkeley. Lenin noted that
"BCTkeley's train of thought.. .correctly expresses the
essence of idealist philosophy and its social
significant^, and we shall encounter it later when we
come to speak of the relation of Machism to natural
science"; and further that "the 'recent' Machists have
not adduced a single argument against the materialists
that had not been adduced by. Bishop Berkeley."
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(Ibid., pp. 30. 38)
But why did these "recent" opponents of

materialism—many of whom had been Marxists and
some of whom still claimed to be at least "critical sup
porters" of it—make such a retreat? In part this was
due to some recent discoveries in natural science,
among which was the discovery that the atom Is not an
indivisible whole but can be divided into different par
ticles (the existence of electrons became known at this
time). These discoveries brought about a "crisis in
physics," exposing the limitations of theories
previously held as basic premises. In fact such
discoveries provided further proof of the dialectics of
nature. But among many scientists, philosophers, etc.,
who did not adhere, at least consistently, to dialectical
materialism, they presented "proof of the incorrect
ness of materialism.

Experiments indicated that mass was capable of being
transformed into energy. From this many concluded
that "matter disappears." And it seemed a logical step
philosophically to deduce from this that matter cannot
be the substance of reality and the basis for con
sciousness.

In criticizing and refuting this, Lenin not only reaf
firmed materialism—dialectical materialism—but
developed the understanding of it by integrating these
advances of science into this revolutionary philosophy,
whose basic principles fully embraced the new
discoveries and were in turn enriched by them. "Mat
ter disappears," explained Lenin, means actually that
"the limit within which we have hitherto known mat
ter disappears and that our knowledge is penetrating
deeper; properties of matter are likewise disappearing
which formerly seemed absolute, immutable, and
primary.. .and which are now revealed to be relative
and characteristic only of certain states of matter."
(Ibid:, p. 260) And Lenin explained the critical
criterion regarding the role of matter in materialist
philosophy: "the sole 'property' of matter with whose
recognition philosophical materialism is bound up is
the property of being an objective reality, of existing
outside the mind." (Ibid., pp. 260-261)

In ojher words, what is decisive in drawing the fun
damental distinction between materialism and idealism
in philosophy is not what state particular matter exists
in but that, in whichever state, matter exists and exists
independently of and as the foundation for human
consciousness, ideas. In Lenin's words, "dialectical
materialism insists on the approximate, relative
character of every scientific theory of the structure of
matter and its properties; it insists on the absence of
absolute boundaries in nature, on the transformation
of moving matter from' one state into
another.. .dialectical materialism insists on the tem
porary, relative, approximate character of all these
milestones in the knowledge of nature gained by the
progressing science of man. The electron is as inex
haustible as the atom, nature is infinite, but it infinite
ly exists." (Ibid., pp. 261-262)

Mechanical materialism, metaphysics, is, of course,
incapable of grasping this and so, sooner or later, is
forced to concede to and degenerate into idealism. "It
is mainly because the physicists did not know dialectics
that the new physics strayed into idealism," (Ibid., p.
262) Relating this specifically to the Machists, Lenin
exposed that "The error of Machism in general, as of
the Machist new physics,' is that it ignores the basis of
philosophical materialism and the distinction between
metaphysical materialism and dialectical materialism.
The recognition of immutable elements, 'of the immu
table essence of things', and so forth, is not material
ism, but metaphysical, i.e., anti-dialectical material
ism." And so it ends up being not materialism at all, as
with the Machists.

Such, generally, was the basis in scientific discovery
for the desertion of many erstwhile materialists, in
cluding a number of Marxists, and their degeneration
into idealists and opponents of Marxism. But more im
portant was the advent of imperialism, the highest
stage of capitalism, which internationally led many to
abandon Marxism, proclaiming that the laws of
development of society and of capitalism in particular
don't apply. In Russia, this was sharply manifested
with the defeat of the 1905 revolution and the subse
quent Stolypin reaction. This was a time of vicious
political repression and of temporary lull in the work
ing class movement in Russia particularly, a period of
regrouping and reconstituting the shattered forces of
the revolutionary party of the Russian working class,
the Bolsheviks. It proved to be a brief period indeed,
but in the depth of it, between 1908 and 1912, deser
tions from the revolutionary ranks and outright degen
eracy were marked phenomena, especially among for
merly revolutionary intellectuals and others who had
join^ the revolutionary movement in its period of up- -
surge but abandoned and even attacked it in the period
of reaction and regrouping.

Revisionism was strengthened. Denying material
ism, objective truth and so on was part and parcel of
denying that Marxism is a science, that its analysis of
capitalism, capitalist crisis,, the inevitability of pro
letarian revolution, etc. are valid, true. During this
period especially it was of the greatest importance to
defend the basic principles of Marxism against open
attacks' and to guard against their being adulterated
with all manner of bourgeois junk. If this were not
done then not only would the proletariat have suffered
a severe setback in the short run but it would be rob
bed of a revolutionary vanguard. What a loss that
would have been, esp^ially with the uphcavel that
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It was Lenin who led the way in exposing and com
bating the revisionists. He criticized them in an all-
around way, pointing out that since the beginning
Marxism had to wage a most determined struggle
against the enemies of the working class within the so-
ci^st movement and that this was an urgent re
quirement right then. He laid bare the fundamental
features of revisionism:

"To determine its conduct from case to case, to adapt
itself to the events of the day and to the chopping and
changing of petty politics, to forget the primary in
terests of the proletariat and the basic features of the
whole capitalist system, of all capitalist evolution, to
sacrifice these primary interests for the real or assumed
advantages of the moment—such is the policy of
revisionism. And it patently follows from the very
nature of this policy that it may assume an infinite
variety of forms, and that every more or less 'new
question,' every more or less unexpected and unfore
seen turn of events, even though it changes the basic
line of development only to an insignificant degree and" - -
only for the briefest period, will always inevitably give
rise to one variety of revisionism or another." (Lenin,
"Marxbm and Revisionism," Collected Works, Vol.
15, pp. 37-38)

' The battle against revisionism in the philosophical
sphere was closely tied to the struggle against it politi
cally. But at that time the fight against philosophical
revisionism assumed tremendous signincance itself. In
fact, without upholding dialectical and historical ma
terialism and answering in a thoroughgoing way the
"revisions" of and outright attacks on it, particularly
in the revival of idealism as represented by Machism, it
would have been impossible to maintain a Marxist
movement and preserve the proletarian vanguard.
Such is the great ithportance of ideology, and
philosophy as a crucial part of it, in general. And such
was the great importance of Lenin's Materialism and
Empirlo-Criticism in particular.
As noted before, the purpose and substance of that

great work was the defense of materialism against
"recent" idealist assaults and inventions. But as also

noted, such a defense had to and did stress and apply
dialectics in opposition to metaphysics, for only
dialectical materialism could explain the recent de
velopments in natural science and thoroughly refute
idealist interpretations of them. And in doing this
Lenin not only upheld but enriched modern, dialec
tical materialism, Marxist philosophy.
In general Lenin attached great importance to dia

lectics, to its study and application. His "Philosoph
ical Notebooks," which span more than two decades,
devote considerable attention to the question of dialec
tics. Included within them is a manuscript, "On The
Question of Dialectics," written in 1915. Here Lenin
said that "The splitting of a single whole and the
cognition of its contradictory parts...is the essence
(one of the essentials, one of the principal, if not the
principal, characteristics or features) of dialectics."
(Lenin, "On The Question Of Dialectics," Collected
Works. Vol. 38, p. 359)
Lenin went on to say that recognition of the identi

ty, or unity, of opposites is the key to understanding
the movement of all processes. This he sharply oppos
ed to the metaphysical conception of movement as
merely mechanical, mere quantitative increase and de
crease, repetition. This latter conception he described
as "lifeless, pale and dry," while the dialectical con
ception "alone furnishes the key to 'leaps,' to the
'break in continuity,' to the 'transformation into the
opposite,' to the destruction of the old and the
emergence of the new." (Ibid., p. 360)
And more, Lenin concisely summarized the relation

ship between the unity (or identity) and the struggle of
opposites. The former, he said, "is conditional, tem
porary, transitory, relative," while the struggle of op
posites "is absolute, just as development and motion
are absolute." (Ibid.)
• These were extremely important points which
represented basic elements of the further development
of Marxist philosophy. As Lenin said in this same
manuscript, "Dialectics is the theory of knowledge of
(Hegel and) Marxism." (Ibid., p. 362) Yet, he noted,
this had not received sufficient attention in Marxist
philosophy, not only in the profound early writings of
Plekhanov (arpund 1900) but even in Engels. Lenin
specifically pointed out that not only Plekhanov but
Engels as well had given insufficient attention to the
central, or essential, point of dialectics, the unity of
opposites (see ibid., p. 359). This fundamental ques
tion was to be later taken up and more fully developed
by Mao Tsetung.

Slalin: Marxism and Metaphysics

But before turning to Mao's enrichment of Marxist
philosophy, it is important to briefly summarize
Stalin's role in this area. As Mao himself was to write,
such works as The Foundations of Leninism
demonstrated a grasp and application by Stalin of im
portant principles of dialectics and of historical
materialism. As Mao put it, Stalin, in The Founda
tions of Leninism:

".. .analysed the universality of contradiction in im
perialism, showing why Leninism is the Marxism of the
era of imperialism and proletarian revolution, and at
the same time analysed the particularity of tsarist Rus
sian imperialism within this general contradiction,
showing why Russia became the birthplace of,the_
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the universality of contradiction is contained in this
particularity. Stalin's analysis provides us with a model
for understanding the particularity and the universality
of contradiction and their interconnection." (Mao,
"On Comradiaion." Selected ti'orks. Vol. 1, p. 330)

In 1924, at the time Stalin wrote The Foundations of
Leninism, he was, as leader of the Soviet Communist
Party, locked in a life and death struggle with Trotsky
and other opportunists. The Foundations of Leninism
played a crucial part in that struggle, in educating the
broad ranks of party members and the masses and
helping to expose and defeat Trotsky's counter-revolu
tionary iine in particular. Compell^ to wage struggle
like this to win over the party rank and file and the
masses broadly, Stalin was impelled to apply dialec
tics.

Later, however, when the Soviet Union had become
more powerful and Stalin's leadership was generally
acknowledged and his prestige great, Stalin, while re
maining a great revolutionary leader of the working
class, did not as consistently and thoroughly rely on
the masses and was not as consistently or thoroughly
dialectical in his approach to problems. As Mao com
mented later, "At that time (the I920sl Stalin had
nothing else to rely on except thelnasses, so he de
manded all-out mobilization. Afterward, when they
had realized some gains this way, they became less
reliant on the masses." (Mao, "Reading Notes on the
Soviet Text Political Economy, " from A Critique of
Soviet Economics, three articles by Mao Tsetung,
Monthly Review Press, 1977, translation by Moss
Roberts, p. 119)

In the previous article in this series (on political
economy, etc.. Revolution, July 1978) some of Statin's
main errors, particularly during the period of the
1930s, were discussed. It was indicated that the most
central and serious of these errors was his mistaken

assessment that there were no longer antagonistic
classes in the Soviet Union after socialist trans

formation of ownership had been basically achieved.
Obviously this is bound up with the philosophical
question of contradiction, and specifically with an
understanding of the particular forms and
development of contradictions in socialist society. And
Stalin's mistaken assessment on classes and class strug
gle in the Soviet Union beginning in the 1930s was
closely linked with errors in philosophy, particularly
on the question of dialectics.

This is evident in what is perhaps Stalin's major
philosophical work, Dialectical and Historical
Materialism, written in the late 1930s (as part of
History of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union
(Bolshevik}—HCPSU). While this work presents in
concentrated form a largely correct summation of
Marxist philosophy, and while it specifically applies
some principles of dialectics to development in nature
and society, it is also marred by a certain amount of
metaphysics. While Stalin introduces the subject of
dialectics by speaking of contradiction, he does not
focus on contradiction as the basic law of materialist

dialectics. When he lists four points of dialectics as op
posed to metaphysics, he mentions contradiction only
as the fourth and doesn't say it is the main point. And
further while he speaks of the struggle of opposites
and of the interconnection of things he docs not link
these together; he makes them separate features of
dialectics instead of showing how they are both part of
contradiction. And when, in his fourth point on
dialectics, Stalin does emphasize the struggle of oppo
sites he does not speak at the same time of the identity
between them. Stalin even quotes Lenin when he says
that "Development is the 'struggle' of opposites."
(Lenin, "On The Question Of Dialectics," op. cit., p.
360; see also HCPSU, p. 109) But Stalin does not
quote the'sentence in Lenin that appears right before
the one above—"The condition for knowledge of all
processes of the world in their 'self-movement,' in
their spontaneous development, in their real life, is the
knowledge of them as a unity of opposites." {Ibid.)
This is important because, as Lenin also says, ""In

brief, dialectics can be defined as the doctrine of the
unity of opposites. This embodies the essence of
dialectics, but it requires explanations and
development." (Lenin, "Conspectus Of Hegel's Book
The Science Of Logic," Collected Works, Vol. 38, p.
223) And Lenin further states that, "The identity of
opposites is the recognition (discovery) of the
contradictory, mutally exclusive, opposite tendencies
in all phenomena and processes of nature {including
mind and society)." {Ibid., pp. 359-360.) In other
words, cdntradiction is inconceivable without the iden
tity, or unity, of opposites, and having such identity
there is the basis for the contradictory aspects to
transform themselves into each other.
At the same time there is not only identity but also

struggle between the opposites of a contradiction. In
this way identity and struggle themselves form a con
tradiction, in which struggle is principal and is ab
solute, while identity is secondary and relative. But
forming a contradiction, identity and struggle are
dependent on each other for their existence; and to
leave out the identity of opposites means to eliminate
in faCT the possibility of struggle between them as well.
The tendencies in Stalin toward metaphysics, as

evidenced in his treatment of dialectics in Dialectical
and Historical Materialism, also show themselves in
how that work deals with the development of society.
This is indicated not only in its rather wooden
treatment of the different phases of society leading up
to socialism, but also in the way that socialism is
treated more or less as an absolute.
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Stalin quite correctly emphasizes, in combatting
apologists of capitalism and exploiting systems
generally, that "there can be no 'immutable' social
systems, no 'eternal principles' of private property and
exploitation, no 'eternal ideas' of the subjugation of
the peasant to the landlord, of the worker to the
capitalist." (//CPSC/, p. 110) And he draws the correct
conclusion that "Hence the capitalist system can be
replaced by the socialist system, just as at one time the
feudal system was replaced by the capitalist system."
{Ibid.) But there is no sense that the law that "there
can be no 'immutable' social systems," is being ap
plied, at least in a thoroughgoing way, to socialism
itself.

Similarly, Stalin draws from the law that internal
contradiction is the basis of development of things the
conclusion that "Hence we must not cover up the con
tradictions of the capitalist system, but disclose and
unravel them; we must not try to check the class strug
gle but carry it to conclusion." {Ibid., p. Ill) But,
again, there is not the sense that "the need to disclose
rather than cover up the contradictions of society is be
ing applied in any thoroughgoing way to socialism,
and no sense of the necessity to carry the class struggle
forward under socialism and carry it through—
through socialism to the abolition of classes. '
As noted, Dialectical and Historical Materialism

was written by Stalin during the period when he had
concluded that antagonistic classes no longer existed in
the Soviet Union. The previous article in this series
pointed out that toward the end of his life Stalin's
analysis of socialist society was somewhat more dialec
tical, as reflected especially in his Economic Problems
of Socialism in the USSR. In that important work
Stalin dealt with a number of contradictions in

socialist society which would have to be resolved in or
der to advance to communism. In particular he in
sisted that the contradiction between the forces and

relations of production continued to exist in the USSR
and that if not handled correctly this could turn into
an ailtagonistic contradiction.
As the previous article also noted, however, Stalin

still did not recognize the existence of antagonistic
classes in the Soviet Union, he did not grasp that the
contradiction between the proletariat and the bour
geoisie was still the driving force in socialist society
and that correctly handling this contradiction was the
key to correctly handling the contradiction between
the forces and relations of production under socialism.

In general, then, after socialist ownership was
basically achieved in the Soviet Union, Stalin did not
take contradiction as the motive force of development
of socialist society. And he failed to recognize the
existence of the antagonistic contradiction between the
proletariat and the bourgeoisie in particular and to
grasp that this is the main motive force under socialism
and in the advance to communism.

Dialectical Development Of
Mao's Philosophical Contributions

Mao's development of Marxist-Leninist philosophy
was itself a demonstration of the laws of materialist
dialectics. It proceeded in dialectical relationship to
the overall development of the Chinese revolution and
through the analysis of the experience of the Soviet
Union and the synthesis of its positive and negative
lessons, including in the realm of philosophy.

This-was a reflection of the law that Mao sum

marized in 1957:

"Truth stands in opposition to falsehood. In society as
in nature, every entity invariably divides into different
parts, only there are differences in content and form
under different concrete conditions. There will always
be wrong things and ugly phenomena. There will
always be such opposites as the right and the wrong,
the good and the evil, the beautiful and the ugly. The
same is true of fragrant flowers and poisonous weeds.
The relationship between them is one of unity and
struggle of opposites. Only by comparing can one
distinguish. Only by making distinctions and waging
struggle can there be development. Truth develops
through its struggle against falsehood. This is how
Marxism develops. Marxism develops in the struggle
against bourgeois and petty-bourgeois ideology, and it
is only through struggle that it can develop," (Mao,
"Speech At The Chinese Communist Party's National
Conference On Propaganda Work," Selected Works,
Vol. 5. p. 433)

This was true of Mao's development of Marxism,
including in philosophy, both before and after the sei
zure of nationwide political power, during both the
new-democratic and the socialist revolutions. And in
both periods, through the various stages and sub-
stages of the Chinese revolution, the struggle on the
philosophical front, in which Mao led the proletarian
forces, was of tremendous importance in determining
the direction and outcome of the overall revolutionary
struggle.

In the first article in this scries (on revolution in co
lonial countries. Revolution April-May 1978) it was
pointed out that as a crucial part of developing, de
fending and applying the line of new-democratic revo
lution, and specifically the policies for the anti-
Japanese struggle which constituted a sub-stagc within
the stage of new democracy, Mao took up the struggle
in the philosophical realm, This struggle was par
ticularly aimed against dogmatic (and secondarily em
piricist) tendencies which reflected idealist and
metaphysical thinking in opposition to materialist
dialectics. Mao's criticism of this was embodied
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especially in "On Practice" and "On Contradiction."
both written in 1937 and constituting two (the first
two) of Mao's major philosophical works. In the
earlier article in this series (referred to just above),
while it was pointed out that these works enriched
Marxist philosophy, the political significance of these
works and their role in the inner-party struggle and the
overall revolutionary struggle at that time were stress
ed. Here attention will be focused on the principles of
Marxist philosophy elaborated and enriched by Mao in
these works, while also reviewing their relationship
with the overall ideological and political struggle at
that time.
"On Practice" was subtitled "On the Relation Be

tween Knowledge and Practice, Between Knowing and
Doing." It reaffirmed and concentrated the Marxist,
dialectical materialist, theory of knowledge, with its
emphasis on the centrality of practice, and in par
ticular social practice. Continuing and developing
what Marx had first set forth in his "Theses On Feuer-

bach," Mao pointed out that "Before Marx, material
ism examined the problem of knowledge apart from
the social nature of man and apart from his historical
development, and was therefore incapable of under
standing the dependence of knowledge on social prac
tice. that is, the dependence of knowledge on produc
tion and the class struggle." (Mao, "On Practice,"
Selected Works, Vol. 1, p. 295; elsewhere, in this work
and others, Mao includes scientific experiment as the
third source of knowledge.) Here, as throughout this
work, Mao upholds and applies the materialist view of
the relation between thinking and being (which Engels
said was the basic question of philosophy). Mao goes
on to explain that "It was not until the modern pro
letariat emerged along with the immense forces of pro
duction (large-scale Industry) that man was able to ac
quire a comprehensive, historical understanding of the
development of society and turn this knowledge into a
science, the science of Marxism." (/Wrf., p. 296)
But it is also clear that what is presented here is not

merely a materialist but a dialectical approach. What
applies to society, as well as nature, also applies to
thought. Cognition itself is a dialectical process and
follows the same laws of motion as matter in nature

and man's actions and relations in society.
Specifically and most importantly, Mao analyzes the

stages in the process of cognition and the leaps from
one stage to another. Basing himself again on the
decisive role of practice, and addressing the question
of how knowledge both arises from and serves prac
tice, Mao points out that "In the process of practice,
man at first sees only the phenomenal side, the separ
ate aspects, the external relations of things... .This is

■  called the perceptual stage of cognition, namely, the
stage of sense perceptions and impressions;" {Ibid., p.
297) But'" As social practice continues, things that give
rise to man's sense perceptions and impressions in the
course of his practice are repeated many times; then a
sudden change (leap) takes place in the brain in the
process of cognition, and concepts are formed."
{Ibid., p. 298) -

These concepts, Mao stresses, "are no longer the
phenomena, the separate aspects and the external rela
tions of things; they grasp the essence, the totality and
the internal relations of things. Between concepts and
sense perceptions there is not only a quantitative but
also a qualitative difference." {Ibid.) Further, Mao
says, "This stage of conception, judgment and in
ference is the more important stage in the entire pro
cess of knowing a thing; it is the stage of rational
knowledge." {Ibid.)
Such rational knowledge is abstract in the scientific

sense. And it is therefore not farther from the truth
but in fact closer to it. Or. as Lenin said (in a statement
Mao quotes in "On Practice"), "The abstraction of
matter, of a taw of nature, the abstraction of value,
etc., in short, all scientific (correct, serious, not ab
surd) abstractions reflect nature more deeply, truly
and completely." (Lenin, "Conspectus Of Hegel's
Book The Science Of Logic," Collected Works, Vol.
38, p. 171, quoted in Mao, Ibid., p. 299)
Mao further explains this by noting that "Percep

tion only solves the problem of phenomena; theory
alone can solve the problem of essence." (Mao, Ibid.)
Perception only represents the knowledge of the ap-

. pearance of things as they are reflected by the
senses and registered in the brain as impressions: con
ception, rational knowledge, theory, represents the
synthesis of these perceptions, the concentration of the
essential aspects of them and their internal relations.
From this can be understood the tremendous impor-
tance and role of theory in general and in the revolu
tionary movement in particular.
But does this mean, then, that theory is. after all,

more important than practice? No. Mao explains how
practice is primary and overall more important than
theory in several ways. "The perceptual and the ra
tional, " he notes, "are qualitatively different, but are
not divorced from each other; they are unified on the
basis of practice. Our practice proves that what is
perceived cannot at once be comprehended and that
only what is comprehended can be more deeply
perceived." {Ibid.) Further, Mao explains that, while
the leap from perceptual to rational knowledge is more
important than the leap to perceptual knowledge,
nevertheless the movement of knowledge does not stop
there. There remains what is an even more important
leap—to apply the rational knowledge, or theory, in
practice. And this represents a further leap not only in
doing but in knowing as well. It is only when these ra
tional ideas arc applied in practice that their validity
can be verified; and only when such ideas .(theories)
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can be translated into fact can "the movement of

knowledge.. - be considered complete with regard to
this particular process." (Ibid., p. 305) Here Mao
gives further expression and development to the
famous statement of Marx that the philosophers have
only interpreted the world in various ways but the
point is to change it. And, again, this is not a vulgar
statement that doing is what counts, who cares about
knowing, nor is it of course a metaphysical separation
of doing and knowing: it is a dialectical materialist ex
planation of the relationship between doing and know
ing, with practice as the key link.

Theory of Knowledge

Practice is the source of theory, theory is a concen
tration of practice; "perception is the raw material of
conception, conception is the product of the synthesis
of perception. But conception, rational knowledge
theory, must also be returned to practice, in which
process not only is the rational knowledge tested, but
new raw materials are gathered for deepening rational
knowledge.. .and so on in an endless upward spiral.
This is why Mao states that, on the one hand, when
the anticipated results can be achieved in practice, then
the particular process of cognition or a particular stage
of the process {perception-conception-practice) can be
considered complete, but on the other hand, "the
movement of human knowledge is not completed."
(Ibid., p. 306)

Nor is the movement of human knowledge ever
completed. As Mao explains, summing up the laws of
the process:

"Discover the truth through practice, and again
throu^ practice verify and develop the truth. Start
from perceptual knowledge and actively develop it into
rational knowledge; then start from rational
knowledge and actively guide revolutionary practice to
change both the subjective and the objective world.
Practice, knowledge, again practice, and again
knowledge. This form repeals itself in endless cycles,
and with each cycle the content of practice and
knowledge rises to a hi^er level. Such is the whole of
the dialectical-materialist theory of knowledge, and
such is the dialectical-materialist theory of the unity of

knowing and doing." (Ibid., p. 308)

But the fact that the movement of knowledge is
unending should not be taken to mean that it is im
possible at any point to distinguish the true from the
false. A fundamental tenet of Marxism has always
been that there is objective truth, and that it is possible
to know it. Without this understanding it is impossible
to be a materialist.

But there is not only objective truth, there is also
such a thing as absolute truth. And in fact, as Lenin
pointed out, to acknowledge the one is to acknowledge
the other:

"To be a materialist is to acknowledge objective
truth, which is revealed to us by our sense-organs. To

acknowledge objective truth, i.e., truth not dependent
upon man and mankirid, is, in one way or another, lo
recognize absolute truth." (Lenin, "Materialism and
Empirio-Crilicism," Collected Wortcs, Vol. 14, p. 133)

But at the same time, most truths will turn out to be,
not absolute, but relative. Marxism holds that there is
both relative and absolute truth. Marxists believe in

the relativity of most truths, but yet Marxists are not
relativists. Relativists say that alt truths are relative,
and then argue thai you can therefore pick and choose
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what "truths" to believe. In other words, they deny
that there is objective truth. This was a major
argument that Lenin was combatting in Materialism
and Empiric-Criticism, and he there contrasts the
relativism of these Machists with the Marxism of
Engels:

"For Bogdanov (as for all the Machists) recognition
of the relativity of our knowledge excludes even the
least admission of absolute truth. For Engels absolute
truth is compounded from relative truths. Bogdanov is
a relativist. Engels is a dialectician." (Ibid., p. 134)

So absolute truth is made up of relative truths. But
what is the relation between them? Mao explains it as
follows:

"Marxists recognize that in the absolute and general
process of development of the universe, the
development of each particular process is relative, and
that hence, in the endless flow of absolute truth, man's
knowledge of a particular process at any given stage of
development is only relative truth. The sum total of in
numerable relative truths constitutes absolute truth."
(Mao, "On Practice," op. cil.. p. 307)

In other words, absolute truth in its fullest sense is the
sum total of truth, the whole truth. But this whole is
made up of innumerable parts. These are relative
truths: they are only partial.
But what about ideas which were held to be true at

one time and are later proven to be untrue or only par
tially true (for example, certain laws of physics)? This
happens because man acquires and sums up more ex
perience, discovers new processes and laws and devel
ops and refines his understanding of things. But this
obviously does not go against the fact that man's
knowledge is proceeding from the lower to the higher
level, that he is acquiring more and more knowledge of
the objective world. Nor" does it change the fact that
man's knowledge must proceed from the lower to the
higher level; that at any point he can only apply what
knowledge of the truth then exists to the process of
changing the world, in which process he tests those
ideas and acquires the basis for making a further leap
in his knowledge. He cannot apply today what he will
only know tomorrow; he will only know more tomor
row if today he applies what he already knows and
then sums up the results.
Mao also says that;

"In social praaice, the process of coming into being,

developing and passing away is infinite, and so is the
process of coming into being, developing and passing
away in human knowledge. As man's practice which
changes objective reality in accordance with given

ideas, theories, plans or programmes, advances further
and further, his knowledge of objective reality likewise
becomes deeper and deeper. The movement of change
in the world of objective reality is never-ending and so

is man's cognition of truth through practice." (Ibid.)

Some people try to use this to promote the idea that,
since knowledge is continually deepened, it is not
necessary to thoroughly uphold and systematically ap
ply the basic principles of Marxism-Leninism, Mao
Tsetung Thought. Their position in essence says: since
tomorrow we may discover that some things held true
by Marxism-Leninism, Mao Tsetung Thought are not
true, or only partially tnie, there is no need to apply
this science in a systematic way; instead we will take
what is useful to us and put aside what is not. This is
outright eclecticism, relativism, empirio-criticism and
pragmatism; it is metaphysics and idealism.
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Such people pose as big upholders of materialism
and of practice as the criterion of truth. But who are
they fooling? The fact is that such a line goes against
the Marxist theory of knowledge with its correct em
phasis on practice. To put it plainly, if a line is not car
ried out thoroughly, if Marxism-Leninism, Mao
Tsetung Thought is not systematically applied, then
there is no way to test in practice the correctness of the
line, policies, etc., and also no way to acquire more
knowledge in the process of changing the world "in ac
cordance with given ideas, theories, plans or program
mes."

Such an opportunist line as described above
"forgets" that the movement of knowledge proceeds
in cycles, each involving leaps from practice to theory
and back to practice. Absolute truth is, as Mao says,
an "endless flow," but man's cognition of the truth is
not a straight line, but proceeds as a spiral. To say at
any point, "Well, tomorrow we will know more than
today so let's not (dogmatically) apply what is known
as truth today," is to deny and disrupt the process by
which more knowledge is actually acquired. This is
metaphysical because it goes against the actual dialec
tical relationship between theory and practice; it is
idealist because it actually denies objective truth. It is
not in accordance with or a defense of "On Practice";
it is a violation of and attack on this great work of
Mao's.-
"On Practice," and particularly its emphasis on

both the primacy of practice and the continuous
development of human knowledge and practice
through an endless series of stages or cycles, was of
great importance in combatting erroneous tendencies
in thinking and doing within the Chinese Communist
Party at the time it was written, 1937, a time when the
anti-Japanese united front had just been formed and
the anti-Japanese struggle was only in its beginning
stages. At that point there were many not only outside
but inside the Communist Party who opposed the Par
ty's policies and, knowingly or unknowingly, were sa
botaging the united front and the war of resistance
against Japan.
Most pronounced within the Party itself was the

dogmatist deviation which failed to make a concrete
analysis of the actual conditions in China and the ob
jective stage of the struggle, and treated theory not in
its correct dialectical relationship to practice, but as a
set of eternal unchanging truths which must be impos
ed on the objective world rather than drawn from and
returned to it as a guide to revolutionary practice. On
the other hand, as a secondary problem at that time,
there were those who denied the importance of theory
and thus, proceeding from the opposite side from.the
dogmatists, broke the link between theory and practice
and adopted a metaphysical View of the relation bet
ween thinking and doing.

Both of these erroneous tendencies were incapable
of recognizing the dialectical unity between the present
stage (or sub-stage) of the struggle and its future
development. The dogmatists generally refused to
recognize the necessity of proceeding through the anti-
Japanese united front to the completion of the new-
democratic revolution and the advance to socialism, or
they posed "left" policies that would wreck the united
front (though at certain points many of them
dogmatically applied in China the policies of the
Soviet Union toward Chiang Kai-shek and advocated
reliance on and capitulation to the Kuomintang in the
anti-Japanese struggle). The empiricists generally fail
ed to recognize the aspects of the future that existed
within the stage of the anti-Japanese struggle—the
mobilization of the masses as the main force, the con-

Mao not only contributed greatly to the development of Marxist philosophy: he laid particular stress on the need for the
of oeoDle to study and apply philosophy. Above, peasants meet to discuss Marxist philosophy during the CuUurai
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tiauation, with adjustment, of agrarian reform and the
primitive cooperatives of the peasants, the in
dependence and initiative of the Communist Party in
the united front and the necessary struggle on its part
to win and maintain leadership of the united front, etc.
While the dogmatist tendency generally posed the

greater danger, it was obviously necessary to combat
both of these deviations in order both to carry the
struggle through in the present stage (or sub-stage) and
to move forward to the future stages, the completion
of the new-democratic revolution and the advance to
socialism.

Beyond its immediate great significance for the
Chinese revolution, "On Practice" has more general
and long-term importance as a contribution to
Marxist-Leninist philosophy and a weapon in the
ongoing revolutionary struggle. This is especially so
with regard to its explanation of how Marxism-Lenin-
ism has not exhausted truth but "ceaselessly opens up
roads to the knowledge of truth in the course of prac
tice" {ibid., p. 307)—in other words, in its opposition
to metaphysics and the tendency to "absolutism" in
particular. This point will be returned to later, in
discussing strug^s on the philosophical from in
socialist China and its relation to the class struggle as a
whole.

"On Contradiction"

A more lengthy work, dealing more specifically with
dialectics, "On Contradiction," was written Just after
"On Practice," and with the same immediate pur
pose—to combat erroneous thinking in the Party, in
particular dogmatism. At the very start of this essay
Mao presents a concentration of the principles of
Marxist philosophy: "The law of contradiction in
things, that is, the law of the unity of opposiies, is the
basic law of materialist dialectics." (Mao. "On Con
tradiction," Se/ecfeJ WorArs, Vol. l,p.3Il)Allheend
of the essay, in summarizing its main points, he makes
it clear that this law "is the fundamental law of nature
and of society and therefore also the fundamental law
of thought." {Ibid., p. 345)
Why is this so? And since the law of contradiction is

a law of dialectics, does Mao. in identifying it as the
fundamental law of nature, society, and thought, raise
dialectics above materialism, does he in fact lapse into
idealism? Of course the accusation that Mao is an
idealist has been constantly hurled by the revisionists,
both in China and in other countries, who have con
sistently charged him with exaggerating the role of
consciousness and with distorting dialectics. Let's look
deeper into these basic questions.
Why does Mao identify the law of contradiction as

the basic law of nature, society and thought? Is it not
an equally important question of philosophy that mat
ter exists independently of and as the basis for con
sciousness, human thought? Is not the primacy of mat
ter over ideas as important as the law of contradiction,
and doesn't it open the door to idealism to single out
the law of contradiction in this way?
The primacy of matter over ideas as described above

is indeed a fundamental question and a fundamental
dividing line in philosophy. But this cannot be said to
be a basic law of the universe on the same level as the

unity of opposiies. (t does not lell us anything about
matter in and of itself, in the absence of consciousness.
And as materialism teaches us, matter not only exists
independently of consciousness but exists even where
there is no consciousness—that is, where there is no
matter that has developed to a state where it is capable
of consciousness. The primacy of matter over ideas
tells us the correct relationship between matter and
consciousness and as such is a fundamental question
of philosophy—remember'Engels' statement that the
basic question of philosophy is the relationship of
thinking and being. But, again, the primacy of matter
over consciousness does not reveal anything about
matter itself.

On the other hand, the law of contradiction univer
sally applies to unthinking matter and to conscious
matter, and to the relationship between them. It is thus
correct to say that it is the fundamental law of nature,
of men's organized interaction with nature and with
themselves in the process—society—and therefore of
thought.
As Mao summarized it, "This dialectical world

outlook teaches us primarily how to observe and
analyze the movement of opposites in different things
and, on the basis of such analysis, to indicate the
methods for resolving contradictions. It is therefore
most important for us to understand the law of con
tradiction in things in a concrete way." {Ibid., p. 315)
Mao goes on to explain what the universality of con
tradiction means and what its importance is:

"The universality or absoluteness of contradiction
has a twofold meaning. One is that contradiction exists
in the process of development of all things, and the
other is that in the process of development of each
thing a movement of opposites exists from beginning
to end." {Ibid., p. 316)

And:

"The interdependence of the contradkcory aspects
present in ail things and the strug^e between these as
pects determine the life of all things and push their de-
vdofMnent forward. There is nothing that does not
contain contradiction; without contradiction nothing
would exist." (Ibid.)

REVOLUTION

Here Mao is not only summarizing basic points of
materialist dialectics, but countering various incorrect
ideas that had their source in the Soviet Union and
found their way into the Chinese Communist Party.
The first was the opportunist theory of the Deborin
school in the Soviet Union, which denied the univer
sality of contradiction, particularly the fact that con
tradiction exists from beginning to end in the process
of development of each thing. According to this
theory, contradictions only appear when the process
has reached a certain stage. This is. of course,
metaphysical and also idealist, because it necessarily
involves the conclusion that at the start of a process
the motive force is external, not internal. This opens
the door to the notion of some external force pro
viding the "initial impulse" to the universe—that is, to
the notion of God.

Further, in the political sphere it leads to class col
laboration and conciliation, for if contradiction is not
always present then struggle need not be the means for
resolving differences. One example of this which Mao
dtes is that "the Deborin school sees only differences
but not contradictions between the kulaks and the
peasants in general under existing conditions in the
Soviet Union, thus agreeing with Bukharin." {Ibid., p.
318—for more on Bukharin's reactionary theory of
"the peaceful growing of the bourgeoisie into
Socialism," particularly as it related to the coun
tryside, see the previous article in this series, Revolu
tion, July 1978)

Stalin led in exposing and defeating the counter
revolutionary philosophical, theory of the Deborin
school as an important part of waging the overall class
struggle in the Soviet Union, especially in the late
1920s. But, as noted earlier, Stalin himself failed to
thoroughly apply materialist dialectics. This was ex
pressed in Dialectical and Historical Materialism in
particular in the failure to focus on the law of contra
diction as the basic law of materialist dialectics and to
link together the struggle and the identity of opposites.
Thus, when Mao states in "On Contradiction" that
both the interdependence and the struggle of the con
tradictory aspects determine the life of all things and
push their development forward, he is putting forward
a different, and more correct, understanding than
Stalin. {Dialectical and Historical Materialism itself
was written about the same time as "On Contradic

tion," but the same views, including the erroneous
ones, that characterize it were known and circulated in
the Chinese Communist Party before Mao wrote "On
Contradiction".)

Identity and Struggle of Opposites -
t'

A lengthy section of "On Contradiction" is devoted
to this problem of the identity and struggle of the
aspects of a contradiction. Here Mao explains that
there are two meanings to the identity of opposites.
The first is their interdependence and their coexistence
in a single entity. But, Mao says, the matter does not
end there; "what is more important is their transfor
mation into each other. That is to say, in given condi
tions, each of the contradictory aspects within a thing
transforms itself into its opposite, changes its position
to that of its opposite." {Ibid., p. 338)
The importance of this can be seen by taking the ex

ample,of the proletariat and the bourgeoisie. If it were
not recognized that these two aspects are not only
interdependent but can transform themselves into their
opposite, then it would not be seen how the proletariat
could undergo the change from the secondary to the
principal aspect of the contradiction, from being the
ruled to being the ruling class, while the bourgeoisie
underwent the contrary change. In the concrete condi
tions of China at that time, in the midst of the anti-
Japanese war of resistance, such an erroneous,
metaphysical view on the part of communists would
lead either to refusing to enter into a united front with
the Kuomintang or, as the mirror opposite, to failing
to struggle for the leading role of the proletariat in the
united front. In either form—"left" or right—this
would amount to seeing a united front with the
Kuomintang as meaning the inevitable and continual
subordination of the Communist Party to the Kuomin
tang, since the Kuomintang would start out in the
stronger, dominant position, being the ruling party in
the country.

In this same section of "On Contradiction" Mao
also emphasized, however, that in the relation between
the identity and struggle of opposites, identity is
relative but struggle is absolute. He pointed out that
"struggle between opposiies permeates a process from
beginning to end and makes one process transform
itself into another... .The combination of condi
tional, relative identity and unconditional, absolute
struggle constitutes the movenicnt of opposites in all
things." {Ibid., p. 343) The two things which form a
contradiction and have identity do so only under cer
tain conditions; but from the beginning to the end of
that particular contradiction there will be struggle and
this struggle will eventually lead to the resolution of
that contradiction and the emergence of another.

If this were not grasped then it would not be
recognized that struggle is the basis for resolving a par
ticular contradiction and moving from one stage to the
next. The importance of this can be readily grasped by
applying it to the contradiction between the proletariat
and the bourgeoisie, or, as in the case of China during
the new-democratic stage, the contradiction between
the broad masses and imperialism and feudalism (and
in the sub-stage of the anti-Japanese war of resistance,
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the contradiction between the Chinese nation and
Japanese imperialism).

In combatting erroneous tendencies, particularly
dogmatism, within the Chinese Communist Party,
Mao devoted more attention in "On Contradiction"
to the particularity of contradiction than to the univer
sality of contradiction. The dogmatists, Mao noted,
did not recognize or at least give proper weight to the
problem of the particularity of contradiction. In com
batting this dogmatism Mao stressed that while there Is
nothing in the world except matter in motion, "this
motion must assume certain forms.., .[and] what is
especially important and necessary, constituting as it
does the foundation of our knowl^ge of a thing, is to
observe what is particular to this form of motion of
matter, namely, to observe the qualitative difference
between this form of motion and other forms." {Ibid.,
pp. 319-320) This applies not only to nature, but to
society (and thought) as well. Each particular form of
matter in motion has its own particular essence which
is "determined by its own particular contradiction."
(Ibid., p. 320)
The dogmatists, failing to base themselves on this,

were incapable of recognizing the actual features of
the Chinese revolution at that time, of determining the
motive forces, target and tasks of the revolution at
that stage and therefore of uniting all possible forces
against the main enemy while maintaining the indepen
dence and initiative of the proletariat and its Party.
Many wanted to blindly follow the model of the Rus
sian revolution, which was not applicable in the con
crete conditions of China, a semi-colonial, semi-feudal
country, which at that time Japan was attempting to
reduce to an outright colony.
Part of Mao's answer to this in "On Contradiction"

was also contained in the section on antagonism and
its role in contradiction. Mao noted that "antagonism
is one form, but not the only form, of the struggle of
opposites." {Ibid., p. 343). And he insisted that:

"we must make a concrete study of the circumstances
of each specific struggle of opposites and should not
arbitrarily apply the formula discussed above {the need
to violently overthrow the reactionary classes] to
everything. Contradiction and struggle are universal,
and absolute, but the methods of resolving contradic
tions, that is, the forms of struggle, differ according to
the differences in the nature of the contradictions.

Some contradictions are characterized by open an
tagonism, others are not. In accordance with the con
crete development of things, some contradiaions
which were originally non-antagonistic develop into
antagonistic ones, while others which were originally
antagonistic develop into' non-antagonistic ones."
(Ibid.', p. 344)

This was of particular importance then because it had
become necessary to change from warfare against the
Kuomintang to a united front with it, because of the
primacy of the struggle against the Japanese ag
gressors. Struggle against the Kuomintang must con
tinue, over the question of leadership of this united
front, but it must now assume a non-antagonistic
form, political and ideological struggle within the con
text of maintaining the united front. And more
generally in the conditions of China's new-democratic
revolution the contradiction between the proletariat
and the bourgeoisie (or parts of it) was not an
tagonistic (at least at times) and should not be incor
rectly handled as such when conditions called for deal
ing with it non-antagonistically.

In fully criticizing and opposing erroneous lines
within the Party at that time, especially dogmatist
deviations, Mao not only upheld but concretely ap
plied the principle of the particularity of contradic
tion. He explained the philosophical basis for the cor
rectness of the strategy of new-democratic revolution
as the necessary prelude to and preparation for the
socialist revolution in China:

"Qualitatively different contradictions can only be
resolved by qualitatively different methods. For in
stance, the contradiction between the proletariat aiid
the bourgeoisie is resolved by the method of socialist
revolution: the contradiction between the great masses
of the people and the feudal system is resolved by the
method of democratic revolution; the contradiction

between the colonies and imperialism is resolved by the
method of national revolutionary war Processes
change, old proces.ses and old contradictions disap
pear, new processes and new contradictions emerge,
and the methods of resolving contradictions differ ac
cordingly. In Russia, there was a fundamental dif
ference between the contradiction resolved by the
February Revolution and the contradiction resolved by
the October Revolution, .as well as between the
methods used to resolve them. The principle of using
different methods to resolve different contradictions is
one which Marxist-Leninists must strictly observe. The
dogmatists do not observe this principle; they do not
understand that conditions differ in different kinds of
revolution and so do not understand that different
methods should be used to resolvediffcrcnt contradic
tions; on the contrary, they invariably adopt what they
imagine to be an unalterable formula and arbitrarily

'  apply it everywhere, which only causes setbacks to the
revolution or makes a sorry mess of what was original
ly well done." (Ibid., pp. 321-22)

Univenaiity and Particularity

Mao also took up the question of the relationship


