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Overview

1. Overview of Dialectics of Nature (Engels)

2. Lenin on dialectics (1915-1920)

3. Development of dialectical materialism in the Soviet Union of 
the 1930s.

3. Mao Zedong’s reading notes and lectures on dialectical 
materialism (1937).

4. Dialectical materialism and the analysis of the “Hong Kong 
storm.”
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A Division of Labour
When Engels was finally able to divest himself of 
responsibilities at the family firm in Manchester and settle 
in London in 1870, Marx and Engels would meet almost 
daily in the afternoons. Their endless discussions took 
place while pacing Marx’s study. Engels smoked his pipe 
and Marx his cigars, as they drank coffee, or – more often 
– glasses of beer or wine. They would start in different 
corners and then stride towards the middle, where they 
crossed and ended in opposite corners, only to repeat the 
process countless times.
In this light, we should not be surprised that it was Engels 
(1892) who coined the term “historical materialism”, while 
Marx (1880) spoke of “scientific socialism.”



  

Marx's interest in the Natural 
Sciences

"Here, as in the natural sciences, is shown the correctness of 
the law discovered by Hegel (in his Logic), that merely 
quantitative differences beyond a certain point pass into 
qualitative changes." (Marx, Capital, vol. 1, MECW, vol. 35, p. 
313)

"Incidentally, you will see from the conclusion to my chapter III, 
where I outline the transformation of the master of a trade into a 
capitalist – as a result of purely quantitative changes – that in 
the text there I quote Hegel's discovery of the law of the 
transformation of a merely quantitative change into a qualitative 
one as being attested by history and natural science alike." 
(Marx, letter to Engels 22 June 1867, MECW, vol. 42, p. 385)



  

Marx and Scientific Socialism

"In the present pamphlet we reproduce the 

topical excerpt from the theoretical section of 

the book [Anti-Dühring], which constitutes 

what might be termed an introduction to 

scientific socialism." (Marx, Introduction to 

the French edition of Socialism: Utopian and 

Scientific, MECW 24, p. 339)



  

Part 1

Friedrich Engels

Dialectics of Nature

1873-1882



  

Dialectics of Nature

Dialektik der Natur, 
Written 1873-1882.

First German 
publication, 1925
First Russian 
translation, 1925.

Dialectics of Nature, 
1961.



  

Letter of May 1873
In May 1873, Engels lay in bed in the 
morning and penned a letter to Marx. 
Inspired, he outlines a plan for a work:
1. “The object of science: matter in motion, 
bodies.”
2. Not merely bodies in motion, in terms of a 
change of place, but bodies in “relation to 
other bodies.” 
3. Bodies can be known only in motion, but 
not singly, for “natural science obtains 
knowledge about bodies by examining them 
in their relationship to each other, in motion.”

Thus far we have motion and the necessity of 
the relationship between bodies in motion.



  

Letter of May 1873

4. Engels goes a step further. He now speaks of the function of 
gravity, in terms of the basic motion of falling that characterises many 
bodies at the same time. Do they fall in a line directly to the centre? 
Yes, but “as soon as a single body moves in a direction other than 
towards the centre, the laws of falling still apply, it is true, but they are 
modified.”

5. Engels goes on to speak of bodies in contact, especially planetary 
bodies, but then observes that the “real result of this kind of motion, 
however, is ultimately always the contact of the moving bodies; they 
fall into one another.”

Conclusion: “The investigation of these 
various forms of motion is therefore the 
chief object of the natural sciences.”



  

Dialectics of Nature
In Dialectics of Nature, Engels would elaborate on his brief plan in the 
letter from 1873. The main steps are as follows:

1. “Motion in the most general sense, conceived as the mode of 
existence, the inherent attribute, of matter, comprehends all changes 
and processes occurring in the universe, from mere change of place 
right up to thinking.”

2. Distinction between motion in non-living and living matter, with the 
former providing the foundation for the latter.

3. Within non-living matter is a further distinction, between heavenly 
bodies, molecular motion, and the movement of atoms.

4. Historical development of science: planets and stars first, and then 
the discoveries of molecules and atoms.



  

Dialectics of Nature

7. The main feature of motion: repulsion and attraction.

8. Given that “matter is unthinkable without motion” and that motion 
involves a change of place, the change of form involved in motion 
must take place between at least two bodies.

9. These two bodies relate to one another by either attracting each 
other or repelling each other. 

(“Old polar opposites” – connection to Marx’s doctoral thesis of 
1841) 



  

Dialectics of Nature

All of this leads Engels to a dialectical principle:
A dialectical relation means that all polar opposites “are determined by 
the mutual action of the two opposite poles on each other, that the 
separation and opposition of these poles exist only within their mutual 
connection and union, and, conversely, that their union exists only in 
their separation and their mutual connection only in their opposition.”

This observation would establish a 
whole philosophical method that 
came to be called dialectical 
materialism, in which the unity and 
struggle of opposites was elevated to 
become the primary one of three 
dialectical principles.



  

Dialectics of Nature

Only now is Engels warming up:

1. Through a series of examples ranging from planetary movements 
to mechanical actions on earth, in which attraction and repulsion 
give way now to one and then to the other, Engels challenges the 
terminology of both “force [Kraft]” and energy.
a) “Force” assumes an internal quality, even some form of quasi-

divine self-mover, and leads to a scientific dead-end;
b) Energy, which can appear in terms of heat and chemical 

reactions, sometimes suggests that it is something external to 
matter and then implanted within it.

2. The problem: the conversion of motion into another form, namely, 
energy in the form of heat. But how is this converted?



  

Work in matter
The answer:
1.  “It has performed work, and indeed a definite amount of work.” 

2. More specifically, this conversion entailed in work is not of motion 
itself, but a “change in the form of motion.”

3. This discovery did not come from the metaphysical obfuscations and 
confusions of mathematicians and philosophers, but from the practical 
mechanics of engineers.

4. Crucial point: from the practical experience of engineers, Engels 
identifies work as the key: work takes place in matter, in the process of 
converting one form of motion into another and its appearance as heat.

(Subsequent sections on tidal friction, heat, and electricity).   



  

Work in human history

1. The importance of this identification of work is that it enables a 
connection with human labour.

2. The next section is a famous one on the role of labour in the 
passage from apes to human beings (Mensch in German means 
“human being,” although older translations still have “man”).

Work in nature: change in
forms of motion

Work in human history:
From apes to human beings



  

Human labour

“Labour is the source of all wealth, the political economists assert. 
And it really is the source – next to nature, which supplies it with 
the material that it converts into wealth. But it is even infinitely 
more than this. It is the prime basic condition for all human 
existence, and this to such an extent that, in a sense, we have to 
say that labour created human beings themselves.”

“First, owing to their way of living which meant that the hands 
had different functions than the feet when climbing, these apes 
began to lose the habit of using their hands to walk and adopted a 
more and more erect posture. This was the decisive step in the 
transition from ape to human being.”
(Engels, Dialectics of Nature)



  

Human labour

Hand Speech Brain Agri-
culture Society

“By the combined functioning of hand, speech organs and brain, not 
only in each individual but also in society, human beings became 
capable of executing more and more complicated operations, and 
were able to set themselves, and achieve, higher and higher aims. 
The work of each generation itself became different, more perfect and 
more diversified. Agriculture was added to hunting and cattle raising; 
then came spinning, weaving, metalworking, pottery and navigation. 
Along with trade and industry, art and science finally appeared. Tribes 
developed into nations and states. Law and politics arose ...” 



  

First dialectical turn

“The more modest productions of the working hand 
retreated into the background, the more so since the mind 
that planned the labour was able, at a very early stage in 
the development of society … to have the labour that had 
been planned carried out by other hands than its own. All 
merit for the swift advance of civilisation was ascribed to the 
mind, to the development and activity of the brain.
Human beings became accustomed to explain their actions 
as arising out of thought instead of their needs (which in any 
case are reflected and perceived in the mind); and so in the 
course of time there emerged that idealistic world outlook 
which, especially since the fall of the world of antiquity, has 
dominated human minds.” 



  

Second dialectical turn
“Let us not, however, flatter ourselves overmuch on account of 
our human victories over nature. For each such victory nature takes its 
revenge on us. Each victory, it is true, in the first place brings about the 
results we expected, but in the second and third places it has quite 
different, unforeseen effects which only too often cancel the first.
● Those who spread the potato in Europe were not aware that with 

these farinaceous tubers they were at the same time spreading 
scrofula. 

● But what is scrofula compared to the effects which the reduction of 
the workers to a potato diet had on the living conditions of the popular 
masses in whole countries, or compared to the famine the potato 
blight brought to Ireland in 1847, which consigned to the grave a 
million Irish … and forced the emigration overseas of two million 
more?”



  

Second dialectical turn

“As long as the individual manufacturer or merchant sells a 
manufactured or purchased commodity with the usual coveted 
profit, he is satisfied and does not concern himself with what 
afterwards becomes of the commodity and its purchasers. The 
same thing applies to the natural effects of the same actions. 
What cared the Spanish planters in Cuba, who burned down 
forests on the slopes of the mountains and obtained from the 
ashes sufficient fertiliser for one generation of very highly 
profitable coffee trees – what cared they that the heavy tropical 
rainfall afterwards washed away the unprotected upper stratum 
of the soil, leaving behind only bare rock!”



  

Summary

1. Motion is the basic reality of bodies and thus the subject of science.
2. But it is a motion that takes place between at least two bodies, 

which relate to one another through repulsion and attraction.
3. Here lies the dialectical nature of matter, which leads Engels to 

argue for the conversion – through motion – of energy into heat.
4. From here, he is able to examine physics and chemistry via the 

specific topics of friction, heat and electricity.
5.The linchpin is work, which enables him to make the connection 

between the history of nature and human history.

Why go through all this detail?
Above all, Dialectics of Nature laid the 
foundations for dialectical materialism.



  

Part 2

Lenin

1920

and

1914-1915



  

Lenin 1920

“Antagonism and contradiction are not at all the same thing. Under 
socialism, the first will disappear, the second will remain.” 
Lenin 1920, in Leninskii Sbornik [Lenin Miscellany] vol. 40, p. 391.
From a marginal note to his reading of Bukharin’s book, The Economics of the 
Transition Period (1920).



  

Antagonism and 
Contradiction

Lenin’s point:
1. Contradictions are not always antagonistic, for contradiction and 
antagonism are two different categories.
2. Antagonism – between classes, between the forces and 
relations of production – is the nature of a capitalist system.
3. Although antagonisms will begin to disappear during socialist 
construction, contradictions will clearly be part of the process.
4. 1930s:

antagonism

contradiction

Antagonistic contradictions

Non-antagonistic contradictions



  

Lenin in Berne, 
Switzerland, 1914-1915



  

Lenin 1915

“The identity of opposites (it would be more correct, perhaps, to 
say their ‘unity’, – although the difference between the terms 
identity and unity is not particularly important here. In a certain 
sense both are correct) is the recognition (discovery) of the 
contradictory, mutually exclusive, opposite tendencies in all 
phenomena and processes of nature (including mind and society). 
The condition for the 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. 
Development is the ‘struggle’ of opposites.”
 
(Lenin, “On the Question of Dialectics,” 1915, in Collected Works, 
vol. 38, pp. 357-58).



  

Lenin 1915

1. Universality of contradictions in “all phenomena and processes of 
nature,” which includes society and mind. At this basic level, there is 
no distinction here between nature and socioeconomic matters, 
between science and history.

2. Qualitative change, or real transformation, happens in the process 
of self-movement, in the internal dynamics of a situation.

3. Quantitative change is external, and produces only addition or 
subtraction. This is a “lifeless, pale and dry” approach.



  

Lenin 1915

4. Unity and struggle of opposites is the essence of dialectics. 
In his notes on Hegel’s The Science of Logic, Lenin points out 
that “dialectics can be defined as doctrine of the unity of 
opposites.” (Lenin, Collected Works, vol. 38, p. 222)

5. “The unity (coincidence, identity, equal action) of opposites 
is conditional, temporary, transitory, relative.” By contrast, the 
“struggle of mutually exclusive opposites is absolute, just as 
development and motion are absolute.”

Struggle of opposites is absolute.
Unity of opposites is conditional 
and temporary.



  

Lenin

● These texts were not published at the times of writing (1915 and 
1920)

● “On the Question of Dialectics” (1915) was published in 1925.
●  Marginal notes on Bukharin were first published in 1929.
● Why then?

➢ New Economic Policy of the 1920s, 
➢ Socialist offensive of the 1930s, with its dual processes of 

industrialisation and collectivisation of agriculture.
● These insights by Lenin provided a distinct philosophical framework 

for analysing and understanding what was happening.

Reality of contradictions during socialist construction
Necessity of contradictions during socialist 
construction



  

Before October and After 
October

Reality of contradictions during socialist construction
Necessity of contradictions during socialist 
construction

Before October After October

Antagonistic
Contradictions

Non-
antagonistic

Contradictions



  

Part 3

Development of
Dialectical
Materialism

in the
Soviet Union of the

1930s



  

1930s dialectical materialism

Mitin, M. B., et. al. 1935. 
“Диалектический материализм” 
(Dialectical Materialism). In Большая 
советская энциклопедия (Great 
Soviet Encyclopedia), Vol. 22:45–235. 
Moscow: Gosudarstvennyi institut 
«sovetskaia ėntsiklopediia».

Shirokov, I., and R. Iankovskii, eds. 
1932 Материалистическая 
диалектика (Materialist Dialectics). 
Moscow: Partizdat.

Mitin, M. B. 1931. Диалектический и 
исторический материализм 
(Dialectical and Historical 
Materialism). Moscow: MLRD 
“Rabochii putʹ”, 2018.

NB: 



  

1930s dialectical materialism:
English translations

Of the three mentioned in the previous 
slide, only one has been translated 
into English.

Shirokov, I., and R. Iankovskii, eds. 
1932 Материалистическая 
диалектика (Materialist Dialectics). 
Moscow: Partizdat.

A Textbook of Marxist Philosophy. 
London: Victor Gollancz, 1937.
However, it is incorrectly listed as 
edited originally by M. Shirokov, and 
the English editor, John Lewis, cut out 
the Russian Part 1 and wrote a whole 
new “Introduction” himself.



  

1930s dialectical materialism:
Other works in English

Guest, David. 1939. A Textbook of 
Historical Materialism. London: Lawrence 
and Wishart.

Somerville, John. 1946. Soviet 
Philosophy: A Study of Theory and 
Practice. New York: Philosophical Library.

Yakhot, O. 1965. What Is Dialectical 
Materialism? Translated by Clemens Dutt. 
Moscow: Progress Publishers.

Boguslavsky, B. M., V. A. Karpushin, A. I. 
Rakitov, V. Y. Chertikhin, and G. I. Ezrin. 
1978. ABC of Historical and Dialectical 
Materialism. Translated by Lenina 
llitskaya. Moscow: Progress Publishers.



  

Partisan nature of philosophy

These works emphasise the Party nature or partisanship 
of philosophy: philosophy should be part and parcel of 
the Communist Party’s project. While “Western” theorists 
have become used to the idea (a trick) that philosophy 
pretends to be an exercise of liberal inquiry, unfettered 
by party and ideological frameworks, the reality is quite 
different. The advantage of the Soviet philosophical 
studies is that they were explicit about dialectical 
materialism’s agenda:
The path to a genuine philosophy is precisely through an 
explicit awareness of and promotion of its Party-based 
nature. 



  

These studies are comprehensive!
● Pre-Socratic philosophers in ancient Greece.
● European philosophy and the breakthroughs by Marx and Engels.
● Dialectical materialism (Lenin and Engels, and Marx and Stalin).
● Two lines of philosophy: idealism and materialism.
● Dialectical materialist method focuses on self-movement, on internal 

dynamics, and then we can understand the effect of external forces.
● Laws of dialectics.
● Topics include: essence and phenomenon; foundation and 

condition; form and content; necessity and chance; law and 
causality; opportunity and reality.

● Dialectical materialism is the philosophical and scientific method, 
while historical materialism is its application to historical 
development, specifically in terms of factors that lead up to a 
proletarian revolution and what is entailed in the tasks of socialist 
construction.



  

They discuss the three “laws” of 
dialectics

Engels originally proposed:
➢Transformation of quantity into quality and vice versa
➢Interpenetration of opposites
➢Negation of the negation
Lenin revised this:
➢Unity in struggle of opposites
➢Quantity into quality and vice versa
➢Negation of negation
In the 1930s they followed Lenin:
➢The materialist dialectic of Marx-Engels-Lenin-Stalin sees in the 

unity and struggle of opposites the fundamental law of dialectical 
development

➢Quantity into quality and vice versa
➢Negation of negation



  

Unity and struggle of opposites:
Example

Let us focus on the key: the unity through struggle of opposites. 
The 1930s Soviet works give many examples.
Here is one concerning minority nationalities (Communists need to 
use the proper term, which is not “ethnic minorities”):

Stalin observed that, during the long “transition period” of the 
construction of socialism, national cultures would flourish – and 
indeed did so with the world’s first “preferential policies” – in terms 
of economic well-being, language, culture, education and literature. 
In other words, national identity would become even stronger. 
Why? At this point he argues that such a process was necessary 
for developing socialist culture as a preparation for the eventual 
withering away of nationalities in the context of global communism. 



  

Absolute struggle and temporary 
unity: Example

As we saw earlier, Lenin emphasised that the unity of opposites is 
temporary, but the struggle of opposites is absolute. A good example 
concerns the relations between bourgeoisie and proletariat in capitalism:
In the early stages of the struggle against feudal lords and serfdom, the 
early bourgeoisie and workers, along with the peasants, focused their 
struggle against the old system. Class contradictions were undeveloped 
and the bourgeoisie and proletariat were yet to become antagonistic.
With the bourgeois revolutions in Europe and elsewhere, the alignments 
shifted: the proletariat and the bourgeoisie became increasingly 
antagonistic, while the remnants of the old nobility aligned themselves with 
their former enemy, the bourgeoisie, and the growing proletariat began to 
draw non-proletarian workers into their common cause. By this time, the 
long process of exacerbating antagonisms sets the stage for an eventual 
proletarian revolution.



  

Contradictions of socialist 
construction

Lenin had also emphasised that contradictions would continue 
in a socialist system. Experience has shown that contradictions 
actually increase during socialist construction. In light of 
historical experience, we can identify a number of steps.

1. Immediately after a proletarian revolution, antagonistic class 
struggle continues. The new state – as the dictatorship of the 
proletariat and peasantry – must deploy all means available for 
suppressing and crushing the bourgeoisie and landlords, as 
well as the hooligan and laggard elements at the fringes of the 
working class, and defending the new socialist project from 
efforts at foreign intervention.



  

Contradictions of socialist 
construction

2. At the same time, new forms of contradiction begin 
to emerge in the context of socialist construction. It is 
not sufficient to remove the former ruling class from 
power and expropriate the means of production from 
the former owners; instead, the class formations 
between workers and peasants begin to move in a 
non-antagonistic direction. Here we find a great 
emphasis on the “commonality of the fundamental 
interests of the vast mass of the peasantry with the 
interests of the proletariat.”



  

Contradictions of socialist 
construction

3. This does not mean that antagonism has entirely 
disappeared – for example, the struggle with the “big 
peasants,” or kulaks.
However, the new contradictions need to be managed 
and solved, as, for example, with the rapid 
collectivisation of agriculture in the 1930s, along with the 
equally rapid process of industrialisation. The 
government needs to act decisively, primarily through 
persuasion, and with force as a last resort.



  

Contradictions of socialist 
construction

4. The nature of contradictions is determined by the 
system in question. In other words, a socialist system 
is qualitatively distinct from a capitalist system. Thus, 
contradictions internal to a process are qualitatively 
different from contradictions within another self-
moving process. For example, the primary 
contradiction of capitalism is increasingly antagonistic, 
leading eventually to revolutionary confrontation as 
the way to solve such a contradiction. By contrast, in 
a socialist system the new contradictions are primarily 
non-antagonistic, but these contradictions are 
necessary for the sake of further development.



  

Contradictions of socialist 
construction

Shirokov and Iankovskii (1932) provide a useful summary of the 
whole approach: 

“If in developed socialism there were no contradictions – 
contradictions between productive forces and relations in 
production, between production and demand, no contradictions in 
the development of technique, etc. – then the development of 
socialism would be impossible, then instead of movement we would 
have stagnation. Only in virtue of the internal contradictions of the 
socialist order can there be development from one phase to another 
and higher order.”



  

Part 4

Mao Zedong
and the

CPC
in Yan’an, Shaanxi Province

1935-1937



  

Yan'an in 1935-1937



  

Yan'an in 1935-1937



  

Yan'an in 1935-1937



  

Yan'an in 1935-1937



  

Yan'an in 1935-1937



  

A time to study

In October, 1935, the arduous Long March came to an end, with the depleted 
sections of the Red Army meeting up in the Red Area based in Yan’an, Shaanxi 
Province. What followed was an immensely creative period of socialist 
construction and theoretical development. In the relatively brief period before the 
Anti-Japanese War became their main concern, they engaged in deep study, 
lectures, translation, and publication. Mao Zedong – freed for a time from too 
many other pressures – immersed himself in study. Mao’s focus was Marxist 
philosophy and the most mature and fully developed form of this philosophy was 
to be found in Soviet works of the 1930s. As Edgar Snow observes: “Once when 
I was having nightly interviews with him on Communist history, a visitor brought 
him several new books on philosophy, and Mao asked me to postpone our 
engagements. He consumed those books in three or four nights of intensive 
reading, during which he seemed oblivious to everything else.”
Mao was part of a study circle that met three nights a week and included Ai Siqi, 
Zhou Yang, He Sijing, Ren Beige, He Peiyuan, and Chen Boda, and he was 
actively involved in the many educational activities and lectures at the time, 
giving 110 lectures at Party Schools.
But what did they study?



  

Yen’an study group reading 
materials – in translation

1. Mitin, M. B., et. al. “Диалектический 
материализм” (Dialectical Materialism). In The 
Great Soviet Encyclopedia, Vol. 22:45–235. 
Moscow, 1935.《新哲学大纲》 Outline of the New Philosophy. 
Translated by Ai Siqi and Zheng Yili. Shanghai, 
1936.
2. Shirokov, I., and R. Iankovskii, eds. 
Материалистическая диалектика (Materialist 
Dialectics). Moscow, 1932.《辩证法唯物论教程》 A Course on Dialectical 
Materialism. Translated by Li Da. Shanghai, 
1932.
3. Mitin, M. B. Диалектический и исторический 
материализм (Dialectical and Historical 
Materialism). Moscow, 1932, 2018.《辩证唯物论与历史唯物论》 Dialectical 
Materialism and Historical Materialism. 
Translated by Shen Zhiyuan. 1936.



  

Why focus on these three texts?

Extensive notes were made by Mao 
Zedong on these texts, along with 
original material by Li Da and Ai Siqi. 
The notes reflect the observations 
from the study groups, and provided 
the basis for Mao’s lectures on 
Dialectical Material in 1937.

It is from these lectures that Mao’s 
famous essays, “On Contradiction” 
(revised in 1957) and “On Practice” 
were drawn.

The notes are collected in 《毛泽东哲
学批注集》 Mao Zedong’s Annotations 
and Commentary on Philosophy. 
Beijing. 1988.



  

Mao’s notes: an active reader

“Mao’s annotations indicate that he was 
an active reader, one who interrogated 
the texts in a critical manner, seeking to 
understand the general principles of 
dialectical materialism, their appropriate 
formulation, and how these might be 
applied to an understanding of China’s 
particular problems.”
From the best study on this material in 
English, by the Australian Nick Knight, 
Mao Zedong on Dialectical Materialism: 
Writings on Philosophy, 1937. Armonk: 
M.E. Sharpe, 1990.



  

Mao’s notes:
1. Contradiction and antagonism

“Although contradiction exists universally, antagonism only 
emerges when the contradictions of certain processes have 
developed to a definite stage.” (Annotations, p. 83) 

Note carefully: this is step further than the 
Soviet works. Mao’s point is that 
contradictions are universal, while 
antagonism is not. 

Contradictions may become antagonistic in 
specific situations and in light of certain 
developments.  



  

Mao’s notes: Examples of
contradiction and antagonism

Antagonism: “The contradictions between oppressing and oppressed 
classes, between oppressing and oppressed nations, between state 
and state, between party and party, etc., all have circumstances in 
which antagonism is developed.” (Annotations, p. 83) 

Contradiction: “Many contradictions do not develop to an antagonistic 
form: within the Communist Party, the contradiction between correct 
and incorrect; in the realm of culture, the contradiction between 
advanced and backward; in the realm of the economy, contradictions 
between town and countryside, between value and use value, between 
mental and manual labour, between production and consumption; in 
class relations, the contradiction between workers and peasants; under 
socialism, the contradiction between the forces and relations of 
production; in the natural world, between life and death, positive and 
negative, inheritance and variation, attraction and repulsion” 
(Annotations, p.84) 



  

Mao’s notes: Resolution of
contradiction and antagonism

“The method for the resolution of contradictions and that for the 
resolution of antagonism are different.” (Annotations, p. 85; see also 
“On Contradiction”)

Antagonistic contradictions: “The contradiction between the 
proletariat and 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.”
Non-antagonistic contradictions: “the contradiction between the 
working class and the peasant class in socialist society is resolved by 
the method of collectivisation and mechanisation in agriculture; 
contradiction within the Communist Party is resolved by the method of 
criticism and self-criticism; the contradiction between society and 
nature is resolved by the method of developing the productive forces.”



  

Mao: “On the correct handling of 
contradictions among the people” (1957)

1. Emphasises again the qualitative difference in contradictions 
depending on their circumstances: with enemies of socialism, 
contradictions are antagonistic; among the people in a socialist country, 
contradictions are non-antagonistic.
2. During socialist construction, there are even more contradictions: 
within and between workers, peasants and intelligentsia, between 
governance and people, centralism and democracy, collective and 
individual, and so on.
3. Contradictions among the people need to be managed and resolved 
in a non-antagonistic manner, otherwise they may become antagonistic 
and be exploited by external enemies.
4. In “ordinary circumstances, contradictions among the people are not 
antagonistic.” However, “if they are not handled properly, or if we relax 
our vigilance and lower our guard, antagonism may arise.” 
5. “Socialist society grows more united and consolidated through the 
ceaseless process of correctly handling and resolving contradictions.”



  

A direct line from Lenin

On the question of contradiction and 
antagonism – and thus antagonistic 
contradictions and non-antagonistic 
contradictions – there is a direct line 
from Lenin, through Soviet Marxist 
philosophy, to Mao Zedong in 1935-
1937



  

Mao: 2. Principal Contradiction and 
Principal Aspect of a Contradiction

This is the most well-known part of Mao’s argument in “On 
Contradiction,” but let us look at the Annotations. In studying the Soviet 
materials, he immediately seizes on the question of principal and 
secondary contradictions and takes it further.

➔ “A complex process has many contradictions, and amongst these one 
is the principal contradiction and the others are secondary 
contradictions.” (Annotations, p. 87)

➔ “Because the development of the principal contradiction determines 
the development of the various secondary contradictions, if one 
cannot distinguish between the principal and secondary 
contradictions, between the determining contradiction and those that 
are determined, one cannot seek out the most essential thing of a 
process.” (Annotations, p. 88)



  

Mao: 2. Principal Contradiction and 
Principal Aspect of a Contradiction

➔ “It is a big mistake to look at the two aspects of any 
contradiction as though they are equal.” (Annotations, p. 88)

➔ “Of the two aspects, one is inevitably the principal and the 
other the secondary aspect, and the former is the aspect 
which plays the contradiction's so-called guiding role.” (p. 88)

➔ “In actuality which aspect is principal? It is necessary to 
observe the situation of the development of a process, and it 
will be determined under definite conditions.” (p. 88)



  

Mao: 2. Principal Contradiction and 
Principal Aspect of a Contradiction

➔ “For a long period in capitalist society, the bourgeoisie were 
the principal aspect, but on the eve of the revolution and 
during its aftermath, the proletariat changes to become the 
principal aspect.” (Annotations, p. 88)

➔ “In the example of the contradiction between the proletariat 
and the bourgeoisie, because the bourgeoisie still has a firm 
grasp on the economic arteries, to this day it still occupies a 
dominant position; however, in terms of revolutionary 
leadership, because of the level of consciousness and the 
thoroughness of the proletariat and the vacillation of the 
bourgeoisie, the proletariat occupies the dominant position.” 
(p. 89) 



  

Mao: 2. Principal Contradiction and 
Principal Aspect of a Contradiction

➔ “In the situation of hostility between China and Japan, the 
Chinese elements are currently changing from a secondary 
to a principal position, and that is because if the national 
united front is established broadly and is consolidated, and 
with the addition of international factors … there will be 
created a superiority over the Japanese aspect.” 
(Annotations p. 89)

➔ In the contradiction between economic base and 
superstructure, the economic base is dominant. (p. 89)

➔ In the contradiction between the military tactics of offence 
and defence, offence is dominant. (p. 90)

➔ In the contradiction between mobile and positional warfare, 
mobile warfare is dominant. (p. 90)

➔ In the contradiction between mental and manual labour, 
manual labour is dominant. (p. 90)



  

Mao: 2. Principal Contradiction and 
Principal Aspect of a Contradiction

“And who is to decide? When 
the development of a process 
reaches a definite stage, the 
strength of the two sides in  
the struggle will determine it. 
The dominant and the non-
dominant change from one to 
the other … this is the 
indivisible interconnection of 
the two opposed aspects.” 
(pp. 87 and 90)



  

Mao: 3. Particularity of contradiction
→ Chinese characteristics

In the Annotations, Lecture Notes on Dialectical Materialism, and the 
essay “On Contradiction,” Mao developed much further the 
“particularity of contradiction.” What does this mean? This is a 
complex and many-sided argument, so let me summarise.

1. As well as the universality of contradiction, it is necessary to know 
its particularity.
2. The contradictions of a particular situation drive qualitative change, 
since “internal cause determines the necessity of change in things, 
not external cause.”
3. Contradictions in a particular context are qualitatively different from 
other contexts.
4. These contradictions are not static, but constantly shift and change.
5. There are always many contradictions, so we need to study 
carefully and identify primary and secondary contradictions (see 
above).



  

Mao: 3. Particularity of contradiction
→ Chinese characteristics

“In knowing a process, we must first determine its specific quality, and 
the differences between the specific quality of a process and other 
processes, that is, know its specific characteristics.” (Annotations p. 
42)
Chinese: 特质 tezhi, specific quality

特性 texing, specific characteristic
特点 tedian, characteristic
特色 tese, characteristic

Yes, Mao already uses various words 
for “characteristic,” “specific 
characteristic,” and “specific quality,” 
in his reading notes and lectures in 
1936 and 1937.



  

Mao: 3. Understanding the revolutionary 
struggle

This philosophical study of dialectical materialism enabled Mao and 
his comrades to understand the revolutionary struggle up to that point.

“Take the process of China’s bourgeois-democratic revolution, which 
began with the Revolution of 1911; it, too, has several distinct stages. 
In particular, the revolution in its period of bourgeois leadership and 
the revolution in its period of proletarian leadership represent two 
vastly different historical stages. In other words, proletarian leadership 
has fundamentally changed the whole face of the revolution, has 
brought about a new alignment of classes, given rise to a tremendous 
upsurge in the peasant revolution, imparted thoroughness to the 
revolution against imperialism and feudalism, created the possibility of 
the transition from the democratic revolution to the socialist revolution, 
and so on. None of these was possible in the period when the 
revolution was under bourgeois leadership.” (“On Contradiction,” pp. 
325-326)



  

Mao: 3. Understanding the revolutionary 
struggle

“Although no change has taken place in the nature of the fundamental 
contradiction in the process as a whole, i.e., in the anti-imperialist, 
anti-feudal, democratic-revolutionary nature of the process (the 
opposite of which is its semi-colonial and semi-feudal nature), 
nonetheless this process has passed through several stages of 
development in the course of more than twenty years; during this time 
many great events have taken place – the failure of the Revolution of 
1911 and the establishment of the regime of the Northern warlords, 
the formation of the first national united front and the revolution of 
1924-27, the break-up of the united front and the desertion of the 
bourgeoisie to the side of the counter-revolution, the wars among the 
new warlords, the Agrarian Revolutionary War, the establishment of 
the second national united front and the War of Resistance Against 
Japan.”  (“On Contradiction,” p. 326)



  

Mao: 3. Understanding the revolutionary 
struggle

“These stages are marked by particular features such as the 
intensification of certain contradictions (e.g., the Agrarian 
Revolutionary War and the Japanese invasion of the four north-
eastern provinces), the partial or temporary resolution of other 
contradictions (e.g., the destruction of the Northern warlords and 
our confiscation of the land of the landlords), and the emergence 
of yet other contradictions (e.g., the conflicts among the new 
warlords, and the landlords’ recapture of the land after the loss of 
our revolutionary base areas in the south).”  (“On Contradiction,” 
p. 326). See also the treatment of the CPC and the Guomindang 
on pp. 326-328.

When we are able to analyse and 
understand the history of struggle, with 
its many twists and turns, we are able to 
anticipate the future of revolutionary 
struggle. CPC → Liberation in 1949.



  

Mao: 3. Dialectical materialism → 
Chinese characteristics

Dialectical materialism – or contradiction analysis – is the philosophical 
foundation for socialism with Chinese characteristics, or socialism in 
light of China’s concrete conditions. In 1938 Mao observed:

“A Communist is a Marxist internationalist, but Marxism must take on a 
national form before it can be put into practice. There is no such thing as 
abstract Marxism, but only concrete Marxism. What we call concrete 
Marxism is Marxism that has taken on a national form, that is, Marxism 
applied to the concrete struggle in the concrete conditions 
prevailing in China, and not Marxism abstractly used. If a Chinese 
Communist, who is a part of the great Chinese people ... talks of 
Marxism apart from Chinese peculiarities [tedian], this Marxism is 
merely an empty abstraction. Consequently, the sinification of Marxism – 
that is to say, making certain that in all its manifestations it is imbued 
with Chinese characteristics [texing], using it according to Chinese 
peculiarities [tedian] – becomes a problem that must be understood and 
solved by the whole Party without delay.” (“On the New Stage,” 1938)



  

Contradiction analysis and government 
policy

Contradiction analysis has come to be a key feature of government 
policy since 1949. Since that time, three principal contradictions have 
been identified. These principal contradictions have shaped all 
government policy in their time.

➢ 1956: between the need for building a modern industrial country and 
the reality of the backward agricultural country, and between the needs 
of the people for rapid economic and cultural development and the 
failure of current economic and cultural supplies to meet their needs. 
(CPC 8th National Congress)

➢ 1981: between backward social production and the ever-growing 
material and cultural needs of the masses. (6th Plenary Session of the 
11th CPC Central Committee)

➢ 2017: between unbalanced and inadequate development and the 
people’s ever-growing needs for a better life. (CPC 19th National 
Congress)



  

Part 5

Case Study:

The “Hong Kong Storm”

of 2019-2020



  

Background: 2019-2020

1. Excuse for the violence that exploded in Hong Kong SAR was a 
proposed amendment to an extradition agreement with the mainland, 
seeking to fill a glaring legal gap.
2. From June 2019, rioters hit the streets, surrounding the Legislative 
Council Building, Police Headquarters, and other government 
institutions.
3. Any site that represented integration between the mainland and 
Hong Kong SAR was repeatedly attacked, with much physical 
damage.
4. Hong Kong police officers were “doxxed” – they and their families 
were identified for attack on social media, their bank accounts and 
personal details hacked, and calls were made for violence against 
them.
5. Public infrastructure, such as metro stations and lines, access to the 
airport, and the cross-harbour tunnel, were vandalised and regularly 
shut down.
6. Some common people were killed by the rioters.



  

Background: 2019-2020

1. I was in China when the violence erupted and noted that Chinese 
news services provided factual and comprehensive information about 
what was actually happening. There was great concern among 
everyone on the mainland and many in Hong Kong SAR.
2. By contrast, Western “news” engaged in a comprehensive distortion 
and misrepresentation in a manner is very familiar: the riots, violence, 
and widespread destruction by the rioters, including the production and 
use of explosives and weapons, were ignored.
3. Western “news” misrepresented the rioters as “peaceful protesters” 
demanding Western style “democracy” in the face of “police brutality.” 
Those who are familiar with this “empire of lies” could see what was 
happening.
4. On the mainland and in Hong Kong SAR, the attempted “colour 
counter-revolution” was immediately seen as an attempt to undermine 
the system of “one country, two systems,” and to seize power and 
proclaim Hong Kong “independence” (that is, subservience to Western 
imperialism)



  

Chinese Marxist analysis: External 
interference and internal problems

While there was plenty of information concerning the deep level of 
external interference in the “Hong Kong storm,” analysis by Chinese 
Marxist scholars focused on internal problems. Why?

1. Principle of dialectical materialism: contradictions internal to a 
process are the drivers of qualitative change, while external factors 
produce quantitative change.
2. External factors can influence processes, but only when internal 
contradictions have become antagonistic, when opposites are engaged 
in struggle.
3. In other words, external factors produce quantitative change, and this 
can influence internal qualitative change when there is an opening.
4. Thus, to focus only on external interference by fading Western 
imperialist forces would miss the crucial problems in Hong Kong SAR 
itself.



  

Economic causes 1: Oligopoly capitalism

There are a number of long-term economic causes:

1. Oligopoly capitalism
a) Due to its earlier history as a colony of the British Empire, since the 

1997 return to China, Hong Kong SAR developed into a warped 
“oligarchic economy.”

b) With capitalist private ownership, HKSAR entered the stage of 
“oligopoly capitalism.”

c) The economy was increasingly concentrated into four family 
enterprises, covering real estate, banking, ports, hotels, 
telecommunications, retail, energy, infrastructure, manufacturing, 
logistics, department stores, “public” transport, building materials, 
investment, life sciences, and media industries.

d) Hong Kong SAR joke: everyone begins working for Li Ka-shing (the 
largest oligarchic family) from the moment they open their eyes in the 
morning.



  

Economic causes 2: Sluggish Economy

Despite Hong Kong SAR’s early reputation as the “Pearl of the East,” by 2018 
its economy was clearly in trouble. That is, the economic problems arose 
before and were thus a cause of the protests and riots. 



  

Economic causes 3: Extreme polarisation

3. Extreme polarisation:

a) Top ten HK billionaires accounted for 35 percent of the region’s GDP.
b) Number of people living in poverty was more than 20 percent (1,376, 

600 of the total population) in late 2018.
c) Gini coefficient (measure of gap between rich and poor) hit a half-

century high in 2018 of 0.539, which is in the zone of severe 
polarisation and social unrest.

d) Real estate prices saw astronomical growth. From 2004 to 2013 real 
estate prices rose by 135%, while per capita GDP rose only 28%.

e) By 2016, the ratio of house prices to incomes reached 18.1 times, 
making it the most unaffordable city in Asia for 7 consecutive years.

f)  Largely privatised education had become prohibitively expensive, 
along with the cost of raising a child. By 2018, the cost of educating 
one child had risen to HKD 5.5 million.



  

Political causes
After 1997 and for the first time in its history, Hong Kong SAR began to develop a type of 
democratic system. However, it was developing into an increasingly antagonistic 
capitalist democracy.

One the one side: business and bourgeois interests who saw the clear benefit of 
working smoothly with the mainland.
➢ By far the main form of trade is with the mainland.
➢ Vast number of mutually beneficial economic connections had developed.
➢ Mainland had already come to the rescue in economic crises of 1990, 2003, and 2008-

2009.

On the other side: those who wanted to seize power and separate HK from the 
mainland.
➢ Aided and abetted by Taiwanese and Western anti-China forces.
➢ Stifled the functioning of the HK Legislative Council.
➢ Tried to inflict as much social and economic damage as possible to achieve their aims.

Result: a “lopsided political ecology.” This distorted political environment arose from the 
deep economic problems, and could be exploited by Western anti-China forces.



  

Judicial system

The Hong Kong SAR’s judicial system was a problem:

1. Hong Kong SAR still had a type of “separation of powers” like 
Western political structures. But it was not “independent.”

2. Majority of non-Chinese judges in the judicial system.
a. For example, in the Hong Kong Court of Final Appeal, the 

appointment of seventeen permanent and non-permanent judges in 
2016 included only two Chinese judges.

3. From the time of the “Occupy central” activities of 2014, judges 
tended to decide in favour of protesters and against prosecutors.

4. Judges’ educational, cultural, and political assumptions were based 
on “Western values.”

5. Decisions repeatedly favoured anti-China forces and undermined 
trust in the judicial system in Hong Kong SAR.



  

Education system

The education system in Hong Kong SAR was also a problem:

1.Hong Kong SAR inherited Western approaches from its colonial days.
2.Education focused on deceptive “universal values” promoted by the 

West.
3.Education ignored Chinese and regional history and culture.
4.Universities appointed lecturers who promoted Western educational 

values, for the sake of “freedom of intellectual expression.”
5.The socialist system on the mainland was denigrated in the process.
6.High schools had a “Liberal Education” curriculum, which was quite 

flexible and was often filled with anti-China and anti-communist 
content. 

In the protests and riots of 2019-2020 
a significant number of high school 
and university students took part.



  

Summary

To sum up: the “Hong Kong storm” of 
2019-2020 had deep economic roots in:
➢ Oligopoly capitalism
➢ Sluggish economy
➢ Limited opportunities for young 

people
➢ It also had a biased legal system
➢ Unreformed educational system
➢ And an antagonistic type of Western 

capitalist democracy.

The contradictions had become 
antagonistic, and the “storm” was in 
many respects overdue.



  

Comprehensive solution 1: Rule of Law

Decision makers in Hong Kong SAR and on the mainland took their 
time in finding a comprehensive solution. After much research, 
extensive consultation among the population and much debate, the 
following are features of the solution.

1. Rule of law:
National People’s Congress produced the “Law of Hong Kong Special 
Administrative Region of the People’s Republic for Protecting National 
Security.” Made public on 30 June, 2020, and came into effect on 1 
January, 2021.
a. This law filled a crucial gap in the HK Law.
b. It attests to how much socialist rule of law had developed in China.
c. Shows the development, strength, and maturity of China’s socialist 

democratic system.
d. Also made significant reforms in the legal system.
e. Caught anti-China forces completely off-guard.



  

Comprehensive solution: Democratic 
reform

2. Democratic reform: 
A thorough reform of the political system improved representation and 
reduce antagonism.
1. Election Committee of 1500 members representing all sectors of the 
community and electing the Chief Executive and some delegates to 
the Legislative Council.
2. Properly functioning constituency elections, with representative from 
all sectors of society.
3. Regional constituencies with direct election of candidates.

Features:
➢ Focus on competence and experience, and moving away from 

antagonism.
➢ More widely representative of HK people.
➢ Enabled peaceful and productive elections in September and 

December of 2021.



  

Comprehensive solution: Economic 
reform

3. Economic reform: Research and experience identified not only the 
problems that had built up in Hong Kong SAR, but also the solutions.

Key: integrate the “Greater Bay Area” of the wider Pearl River Delta. 
Purpose: take advantage of the strengths of each region – in trade, 
finance, innovation, high-tech, and service – so as to overcome the 
shortcomings of others.
Integrated plans: “Framework Agreement” (2017), “Development 
Plan” (2019), “Qianhai” (2021), Fourteenth Five-Year Plan (2021), etc.
Overcome HK’s shortcomings: isolated industries; insufficient 
development space; narrow channels for research and investment.
Result: Already in 2021, massive investment had poured back into the 
region, and Hong Kong SAR returned to the top three locations of the 
world for finance, investment, and trade.
Approval: in 2021, 70% of people HK approved of these 
developments.



  

Conclusion

Dialectical and historical 
materialism in China today:

Xi Jinping:
2019. “Dialectical 
Materialism is the World 
Outlook and Methodology 
of the Communist Party of 
China.” Qiushi 2019.1.

2020. “Adhere to Historical 
Materialism and Constantly 
Open Up New Realms in 
the Development of 
Marxism in Contemporary 
China.” Qiushi 2020.2.

(Qiushi “Seek Truth” is the 
CPC Central Committee’s 
journal)
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