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Mao Zedong and the Continuity of Dialectical 
Materialism 

Kayvon Atherton 

Mao Zedong is often regarded as one of the fathers of Marxism and of 
revolutionary thought in the modern era.1 His influence is widespread within the modern 
Marxist movement, and ranges from Red Guards, Naxalites, and the followers of 
Abimael Gonzalo, to the followers of Alain Badiou. The dominant view of Maoism in 
Marxist circles is that Mao is unique, in that he betrayed the spirit of his predecessors in 
Marxism, namely Marx and Lenin. Instead, he went forward with an unorthodox 
position that led China down a different path than other Marxist experiments and 
socialist nations. This argument relies on the belief that Mao’s theory on class division 
and dialectical materialism differs inherently from Marx, Lenin, and all previous theorists 
in Marxist thought. One scholar who has articulated this belief is Slavoj Žižek, one of the 
most popular philosophers for the modern western left, and has stated that: 

So, apropos the second violent transposition, that of Mao, it is too short 
either to condemn his reinvention of Marxism as theoretically 
"inadequate," as a regression with regard to Marx's standards (it is easy to 
show that peasants lack the substanceless proletarian subjectivity), but it is 
no less too short to blur the violence of the cut and to accept Mao's 
reinvention as a logical continuation or “application” of Marxism (relying, 
as is usually the case, on the simple metaphoric expansion of class struggle: 
"today's predominant class struggle is no longer between capitalists and 
proletariat in each country, it shifted to the Third versus the First World, 
bourgeois versus proletarian nations").2 

The belief in Mao’s reinvention of Marxism is one very popular among western Marxists. 
However, this view misrepresents Maoist thought because it neglects to notice that his 

1 Nagalingam Shanmugathasan, “Mao Tse-Tung’s Contribution to Marxism-Leninism,” marxists.org, n.d., 
https://www.marxists.org/history/erol/sri-lanka/mao.pdf. 
2 Slavoj Žižek, “Introduction,” in On Practice and Contradiction (London: Verso, 2007), 3.
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early theories of participating in bourgeois revolution are perfectly consistent with Marx’s 
most popular accounts of bourgeois revolution; all Mao was doing was applying those 
ideas to new and unique material conditions.  

Therefore, this paper will argue that in his seminal texts of the 1930s and 1940s, 
such as “On Practice” and “On Contradiction,” Maoist views are actually consistent with 
orthodox Marxism/Leninism and adapt Marxist views to local material conditions in 
precisely the way Marx would have anticipated. As well, an examination of the historical 
context of Maoist ideology, and a comparison of key Marxist texts such as “On the 
Question of Dialectics,” “What is to be Done,” “Anti-Duhring,” and “Theses on 
Feuerbach” with “On Practice” and “On Contradiction.” 

Historical Background 
To understand the material conditions Mao faced in China in the 1930s and 

1940s, we must first turn to some historical context to describe the conditions of early 
twentieth century China as well as the formative years of Mao himself. During the early 
half of the 20th century, China was in disarray. In 1911, the Xinhai Revolution 
successfully removed the Qing dynasty after the failure of the “Late Qing Reforms,” 
which themselves were caused by the invasion of eight foreign powers during the Boxer 
Rebellion of 1899-1901. These reformist policies were seen unfavorably by even 
conservatives within the court, and they were equally seen as insincere by liberal and 
radical critics. There was a growing movement for a constitutional monarchy after the 
Japanese defeat of the autocratic “western” monarchy of Russia in 1905. However, 
nationalists such as Sun Yat-Sen believed that constitutional monarchy did not go far 
enough, as the Qing Dynasty was fading ever more into irrelevancy, a shell of its former 
self being bullied around by foreign powers such as Japan.3 Nationalists instead wanted to 
replace this weak and quite incompetent shell of a nation with a strong unified nation. 
However, this would not occur under the nationalists led by Sun Yat-Sen, who were, at 
the time, very weak. They created an alliance with a powerful military leader named Yuan 
Shikai, succeeded in establishing a modernized portion of the Qing army, and a 
provincial government.4 While Yuan seemed to be a somewhat competent leader from his 

3 Edwin John Dingle, China's Revolution, 1911-1912: A Historical and Political Record of the Civil War 
(Whitefish, MT: Kessinger Publishing, 2010). 
4 Qiang Fang, “Review of Yuan Shikai: A Reappraisal,” China Review International 24, no. 2 (2017): 137–
40.
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time commanding this first “new army” as well from his experience as Viceroy of Zhili, 
he was only interested in furthering his own political gains.  

Shortly after the Republic of China was established, he would slowly succeed in 
usurping power from Sun-Yat-Sen, whom Yuan drove into exile. By 1913, he was well 
on his way to establishing a military dictatorship in which he was at the forefront. This 
state, while repressive, was unable to consolidate power, eventually driving China into a 
state of “warlordism” and undermining the goals of the 1911 Revolution as a whole.5 As 
Marx once said, “History comes first as a tragedy, second as a farce.”6 Coincidentally, 
however, these events would equally influence the young Mao Zedong. Mao came from a 
rather wealthy upbringing. His father was able to finance his education, as he was a “rich 
peasant” who was able to expand his landholdings to eventually become a petty landlord.7 
Mao was privileged. His privilege was reflected in his political beliefs as a young man. At 
the time, he was opposed to violence, and his main political hero was Zeng Guofan, a 
conservative Confucian thinker. Mao would still see Zeng as a hero later in his 
adulthood.8  

Mao Zedong would become more radicalized by the events of the 1911 
revolution. Prior to that event, he still considered himself a monarchist, an upholder of 
the status quo.9 Mao participated in the new Republic as a soldier for six months in 1912. 
At that time, he cemented himself as a nationalist instead of a monarchist. He became 
influenced by the works of western enlightenment thinkers such as Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau, Charles Montesquieu, and Adam Smith. He was also influenced by the Social 
Darwinism of Herbert Spencer, and, compared to his later beliefs, this does not seem to 
be a radical ideological step.10  

The more radical step came, as with many Chinese thinkers of his time, with the 
New Culture Movement. At this time, intellectuals concluded that the 1911 Revolution 
had failed to change Chinese society into a bourgeois-democracy. The New Culture 
Movement came about when prominent intellectual and Beijing University Dean of Arts 

5 Maurice J. Meisner, Mao Zedong: A Political and Intellectual Portrait (Cambridge: Polity, 2019), 2. 
6 Karl Marx, The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte. Translated by Daniel De Leon. (New York: 
Labor News, 1951). 
7 Meisner, Mao Zedong, 5 
8 Ibid, 2-3. 
9 Edgar Snow, Red Star over China (New York: Grove Press, 1973), 118-121. 
10 Meisner, Mao Zedong, 4 
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and Sciences Chen Duxiu came back from exile in Japan.11 This movement would lead 
more people, especially young students towards a critique of traditional ideas and an 
embrace of newer “western ideals,” as many students thought old Confucian ideals to be 
outdated and morally inferior, thus young people were seen as the flag-bearers of a new 
society.12 Throughout urban educational centers, intellectuals with a western mindset 
would participate in this movement and help push an agenda that would give political 
consciousness to a new generation of Chinese citizens.13 Mao would once again be 
involved with political activism and become even more influenced by Western ideas, and, 
because of the New Culture Movement, Mao began to read the works of Plato, 
Nietzsche, Kant, and Hobbes. 

Based on these readings, Mao would become more concerned with the primacy of 
the individual rather than the whole, leading in some way to an anarchist strain in his 
thought. This was perhaps the most significant ideological break to date from his prior 
traditionalist Chinese views. From this point forward, Mao took most of his intellectual 
influences from the West while attempting to rectify his own previous identity as a 
mainstream Chinese Nationalist. He reconciled these beliefs by insisting that they were 
“in line” with Confucian values. However, his experiences with the New Culture 
movement gradually convinced him that his individual ideas were incompatible with 
traditionalist values, and, from this point on, Mao would continue down the ideological 
path toward the radical left.14  

The first stop that Mao Zedong would take was not Marxism, Leninism, or 
Agrarian Socialism, but rather, Mao took a theoretical leap toward anarchism. After 
graduating from the Normal School in Changsha in April 1918, Mao would lead one of 
the many radical student groups, the New People’s Study Society; an organization 
dedicated to anarchist-inspired “work-study groups” which attempted to send Chinese 
students over to France, and the idea was to combine work with study. France was left 
deteriorated after the end of World War I, so Chinese students could finance their trip by 
taking advantage of the labor shortages.15 As one of the major organizers, Mao was 

 
11 It is worth to note that Chen would later be the first leader of the CCP. 
12 Meisner, Mao Zedong, 5-8. 
13 Ibid, 6-7. 
14 Ibid, 11-14. 
15 Ibid, 14-15, It is good to note that this is due to the strange notion that since many enlightenment ideas 
come from France. France is thus considered the homeland of modern Democracy and revolution; this is 
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invited to go to France, but instead elected to stay in China, as he believed he “did not 
know enough about his own country yet.”16 By this time, Mao was no longer a student 
and thus had no financial support from his own father, meaning he needed to find work. 
He enlisted the help of his former ethics teacher Yang Changji who had become a 
professor at the University of Beijing. He sent a letter introducing Mao to the head of the 
university library, and a leading figure in the New Youth group, Li Dazhao. Mao was 
then given a job as an assistant in the university.17 Li may have been the impetus to move 
Mao even further into a radicalized mindset, as he was the first notable Chinese 
intellectual to embrace the message of the Russian Revolution. For Li this event would 
surely trigger a wave of revolutionary fervor that would sweep the globe similar to what 
the French Revolution had done previously. Mao was very much influenced by Li in 
general.18 While not yet a Marxist, Li wrote very fondly of the Revolution, believing it to 
be a tidal wave of freedom. Li Dazhao believed the old powers could not stop this:  

 
Beyond the powers of the modern Capitalist governments to prevent or 
stop, for the mass movement of the twentieth century combines the whole 
of mankind into one great mass… all those dregs of history such as nobles, 
warlords, bureaucrats, militarists, and capitalists will be destroyed by a 
thunderbolt… the dawn of freedom has arrived!19 
 

 While Li and many others saw the victory of Bolshevism as a victory for world 
revolution, Mao and other then-anarchists saw this differently. The victory of Bolshevism 
for anarchists was in itself a victory for anarchism around the world, and the idea of the 
“advantages of backwardness” were noted by Mao within his journal, the so-called “Great 
Union” (The USSR) was to endure this idea of the advantage of backwardness.20 This 
idea came from an influential Russian thinker,  Alexander Herzen, from the Narodnik 
movement, which was a simple agrarian socialist movement from the 1860s-1870s. He 
believed that modern capitalist nations were corrupt, and nations that were backwards 

 
similar to believing since Germany is the birthplace of Marx then Germany is a place in which Marxists 
should study Marxist ideals. 
16 Edgar Snow, Red Star over China, 134 
17 Ibid, 134-135 
18 Meisner, Mao Zedong Portrait, 15-16 
19 Li Dazhao, The Victory of Bolshevism, New Youth vol. V, no. 5, Nov 15, 1918 
20 Meisner, Mao Zedong Portrait, 19 
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such as Russia could bypass the capitalist world order and head directly toward 
socialism.21 Mao believed that similarly, due to this, the Chinese people, in a nation 
much less advanced than even semi-feudal Russia, had boundless amounts of 
revolutionary potential. He claimed: 
 

Our Chinese people possess great inherent abilities! The more profound 
the oppression, the more powerful the reaction and since this has been 
accumulating for quite a long time, this shall surely burst forward… The 
reform of the Chinese people will be more profound than that of any other 
people. The great union of the Chinese people will be achieved earlier 
than that of any other people or place22 

 
Even as far back as 1919, Mao, as an anarchist, believed in the Chinese people’s 
revolutionary potential and the superiority of backwardness. This would become a key a 
revolutionary tool for the Maoism years later.  
By the summer of 1920, Mao had been persuaded by Marxist theory. From that point on, 
he considered himself a Marxist.23 However, his views, even at the age of twenty-seven, 
were still evolving, as was his understand of material conditions, and he was still at the 
nascent stage of being a Marxist. He would be easily influenced by other intellectuals of 
his time.24  

While Mao was still a new Marxist who was confused in some ways theoretically, 
he would nevertheless go into Communist organizing in Hunan.25 The origins of the 
Chinese Communist Party can be found in the reading group Li Dazhao formed in 
Beijing in March of 1920 dedicated purely to the study of Marxism.26 He would also 
create a group of Marxist intellectuals in May of the same year, and eventually, the CCP 
would be formed the next year, in Shanghai on July 1, 1921.27 While Mao’s conversion to 
communism was certainly influenced by Li, others also played a prominent role. Chen 

 
21 Aleksandr Herzen, From the Other Shore; Russian People and Socialism (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1979). 
22 Mao Zedong, “The Great Union of the Popular Masses”, in RW vol. I, pg. 389 
23 Edgar Snow, Red Star over China, 139 
24 Meisner, Mao Zedong, 25 
25 Ibid, 28. 
26 Ibid. 
27 Liu Nang-Chao, Li Ta-Chao, a founder of the Chinese Communist Party, accessed December 20, 2022, 
https://www.marxists.org/subject/china/peoples-china/1953/07/nung-chao.htm. 
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Duxiu, who had a more orthodox position on Marxism, was one such influence. Mao 
visited Chenin the summer of 1920 and noted that “he was deeply impressed [with 
Chen] at what was likely a critical period in my life.”28 Equally influential were letters 
from Cai Hesen who was fluent in French and able to read many of the important 
writings from Marx, Engels, and revolutionaries in Russia. Cai’s writings would prove 
very useful for Mao. With the help of Cai, Li, and Chen, Mao had become a Marxist, 
and had first started to establish a Communist group in Hunan, with many of his 
members coming from his New People’s Study Society.29  
 Mao’s career as a Marxist started in a way which was akin to many other leftists. 
From the winter of 1921 until 1923, Mao was entirely devoted to helping the urban 
proletariat unionize. Assisting the working class gave Mao much needed experience in 
organization and leadership. Mao was very successful in an area that had a very small 
working class in the traditional sense. He was able to recruit 30,000 of the 100,000 
workers into unionization efforts and through this Mao, along with the unions, was able 
to organize several successful strikes for workers. These actions would impress the CCP 
and lead Chen Duxiu to formally ask Mao to become a part of the Central Committee in 
Shanghai.30 However, on February 7, 1923, an event which would end Mao’s 
unionization efforts, as well a change in the policy of the CCP would occur as a massacre 
ensued against the new Communist party. This would arguably be the first large outburst 
of violence against the party.31 The suppression of the Communist Party that had been 
built up in the previous few years, was undone in nearly a night and this would usher in a 
new change in policy for Marxism around the globe. Primarily seen in China, the belief 
in a United Front between Communists and Nationalists would be used to fight against 
foreign imperialism, and, in the case of China, perhaps to cause a bourgeois-democratic 
revolution in China which, to the Comintern, was seen as a central part of Marxist 

 
28 Edgar Snow, Red Star over China, pg. 140-141 
29 Meisner, Mao Zedong, 29 
30 Meisner, Mao Zedong, 32-35 
31 Jared Hall, “China's First Red Martyrs: The February Seventh Massacre of 1923,” ProQuest (George 
Washington University, n.d.), 
https://www.proquest.com/openview/a7471d62a2632abd425d00e13f6f6316/1?pq-
origsite=gscholar&cbl=18750. 
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thought. This would bring China from being a feudal nation in many ways and make 
China into a capitalist nation ripe for a socialist revolution.32 

To see Mao’s theoretical development even further one must stray off from this 
time and jump a bit forward to the Jiangxi Soviet, and then to the Long March where we 
see Mao firmly take power as the main figure of the CCP. First, the Jiangxi Soviet was 
established by Mao Zedong and his comrade Zhu De in the region of Jiangxi, an area in 
which they both worked to grow the Red Army in previous years.33 Here Mao threw 
himself into relevancy with the leadership of the CCP, as the Red Army was able to grow 
to quite a large size rather unopposed for a span of three years from 1931-1934. The 
Soviet was the central part of the Chinese Soviet Republic and acted as the political and 
military base for the CCP, and due to this the Communist party and Mao Zedong were 
able to gain valuable lessons in leadership experience. However, this was stopped when 
Cheng Kai-Shek released his plans of encirclement campaigns, trying to destroy the 
Communist threat to his regime (The irony of a Soviet-trained army fighting 
Communists!). Mao was also able to prove his military competence here, defending 
against multiple extermination campaigns, before ultimately the Soviet was overcome by 
Guomindang numbers, forcing the Communists to retreat and go onto the notorious 
“Long March.”34 The Long March itself was brutal. Communists fled from Jiangxi after 
the last extermination campaign was able to finally destroy CCP power in the region. 
Mao had no power in the CCP at the time as he was not favored by Moscow, as Soviet-
backed students came back from the USSR they would take many of the leadership 
positions. At the time Mao was in exile however he had to flee under the threat of 
execution from the Guomindang. The harsh and deadly nature of the Long March, 
however, would once again put Mao on the forefront of CCP leadership, as his 
leadership experience as well as his military experience made him indispensable. As 
Meisner puts it: “He was remembered as a military genius, the builder of the Red Army 
facing impossible conditions on the Jinggangshan, and an innovative tactician who 
resisted the first three of Cheng Kai Shek’s encirclement campaigns.”35 This historical 

32 Laura Degiorgi, “United Front.” In Afterlives of Chinese Communism: Political Concepts from Mao to 
Xi,   edited by Christian Sorace, Ivan Franceschini, and Nicholas Loubere, 303–8. ANU Press, 2019. 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctvk3gng9.52. 
33Mark Opper, “The Chinese Soviet Republic, 1931–1934.” In People’s Wars in China, Malaya, and 
Vietnam (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2020), 35–64.  
34 Meisner, Mao Zedong Portrait, 68-71 
35 Ibid, 72. 
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event, while not as important in his theoretical development, would lead Mao to gain 
leadership experience, military experience, and become a better and more refined Marxist. 
 
Theoretical Background 

To understand Mao, one must first understand some basic principles of Marxism 
and Leninism, or Marxism-Leninism if one would prefer, as this the major base in which 
Mao’s ideas come about. Mao supplemented the ideas that Lenin articulated within 
“Imperialism: The Highest Stage of Capitalism” with his own ideas in national liberation 
and struggle against imperialism. Similarly, Mao follows many of the tenants placed 
within “What is to be Done” by Lenin as well the dialectical materialism which Marx and 
Lenin laid down in numerous books. The nature of Mao’s being an orthodox Leninist is 
primarily seen in his famous essays “On Contradictions” and “On Practice.” First, 
however, we must discuss and define terms. Let us first define dialectical materialism. 
The simplest way to define this term is to deconstruct it. The idea of dialectics in this 
context is a way to describe motion. Materialism is a philosophical idea that suggests that 
rather than great men driving history with their ideas such as idealism believes, history is 
driven forward by the material conditions into which humans are placed. Everything is 
matter, and matter is continuously moving forward, or simply put, all that exists is matter. 
Putting these terms together gives us dialectical materialism, arguably the most important 
concept to understand basic Marxist concepts and ideology. Dialectical materialism, 
simply put, is the statement that everything that exists is matter in motion. For a 
historian, this means the concept of history is not just static; it is constantly moving 
forward, and the driving point of this history is class struggle, the endpoint to this 
contradiction is communism.  

Another term that must be defined is material condition. This is an aspect of 
external material existence that is influential in a person’s life, meaning things such as the 
mode of production and the forces of production. The material conditions which one is 
put under are usually much of the basis of who they become as a person, or in 
psychological terms, nurture over nature. That is to say, the material conditions are 
simply the particular aspects in a society in which one lives. This is why the term in this 
essay will refer to the material conditions of a certain nation, China or the USSR in this 
case.  
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Next, one must define imperialism. According to Lenin, imperialism was the 
monopolization stage of capitalism, a stage which required monopolies in order to get 
capitalists what they wished for out of their colonial possessions, and the exportation of 
financial capital to sustain imperialism. The Dictatorship of the Proletariat is a time in 
which the proletariat rule and attempt to destroy the bourgeoisie class. This is the era in 
which a transition from capitalism to communism is attempting to occur, the state rules 
in a nature detrimental to the bourgeoisie while attempting to help the workers.  
 
Maoism as Marxist Orthodoxy I: On Contradiction 
 “On Contradiction” is an essay written by Mao Zedong in 1937 after the Long 
March, at his base in Yan’an. This, along with “On Practice,” are generally seen as the 
two founding texts of Maoism. This being said, “On Contradiction” is heavily based on a 
work by Lenin entitled “On the Question of Dialectics” as well other texts by Marx, 
Engels, and Lenin. To consider this text, we must first provide an orthodox 
Marxist/Leninist definition of the term contradiction to understand the text. A 
contradiction is, simply put, the marrying of two things that cannot coexist. The idea of 
contradiction is in essence what dialectical materialism is: history moves forward due to 
the resolution of contradictions of class. As Lenin puts it: “Dialectics in the proper sense 
is the study of contradiction in the very essence of objects.”36 Mao interprets dialectics in 
a very orthodox way throughout this text and consistently uses the idea of the inherent 
contradictions in capitalism.37 The largest contradiction, also called the principal 
contradiction, is that of the contradiction between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat. 
However, contradictions existed prior to capitalism, and other contradictions that are 
symptoms of capitalism all mold themselves upon the so-called principal contradiction. 
To quote Mao on this topic:  

For instance, in capitalist society the two forces in contradiction, the 
proletariat and the bourgeoisie, form the principal contradiction. The 
other contradictions, such as those between the remnant feudal class and 
the bourgeoisie, between the peasant petty bourgeoisie ant the bourgeoisie, 

 
36 V. I. Lenin, "Conspectus of Hegel's Lectures on the History of Philosophy" Collected Works, Russ. ed., 
Moscow, 1958, Vol. XXXVIII, p. 249. 
37 Something to note is that contradictions of course exist outside of the Capitalist system, some such 
contradictions that existed beforehand are race or gender. 
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between the proletariat and the peasant petty bourgeoisie, between the 
non-monopoly capitalists and the monopoly capitalists, between bourgeois 
democracy and bourgeois fascism, among the capitalist countries and 
between imperialism and the colonies, are all determined or influenced by 
this principal contradiction.38 

All secondary contradictions rely on the hegemony of capitalism. Thus, contradictions are 
in present in almost everything. As Engels notes: 

If simple mechanical change of place contains a contradiction, this is even 
more true of the higher forms of motion of matter, and especially of 
organic life and its development. ... life consists precisely and primarily in 
this--that a being is at each moment itself and yet something else. Life is 
therefore also a contradiction which is present in things and processes 
themselves, and which constantly originates and resolves itself; and as soon 
as the contradiction ceases, life, too, comes to an end, and death steps in. 
We likewise saw that also in the sphere of thought we could not escape 
contradictions, and that for example the contradiction between man's 
inherently unlimited capacity for knowledge and its actual presence only in 
men who are externally limited and possess limited cognition finds its 
solution in what is--at least practically, for us--an endless succession of 
generations, in infinite progress.39 

In general, this quotation shows the universality of contradiction in all things, which as 
Lenin stated is the basis of what dialectics are. Arguably, dialectics are the most 
important part of Marxism’s historical method. Lenin also makes a statement on the 
universality of contradictions: 

In mathematics: + and -. Differential and integral. 
In mechanics: action and reaction. 
In physics: positive and negative electricity. 

 
38 Mao Zedong, “On Contradiction,” in Selected Works of Mao Zedong (Peking: Foreign Languages 
Press, 1965), 311-345. 
39 Friedrich Engels, Anti-Dühring: Herr Eugen Dühring's Revolution in Science (New York: International 
Publishers, 1984), 138. 
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In chemistry: the combination and dissociation of atoms. 
In social science: the class struggle.40 

 
The universality of contradictions is therefore, in essence, the class struggle itself. The 
bourgeoisie and proletariat cannot exist amongst each other, and neither could the 
plebeian and patrician. The oppressed and oppressor are both contradictory to each other 
and because of this, the contradiction must eventually be resolved.  

Mao also notes that there is a particularity of contradictions that is seen in all 
things. The aspects behind a contradiction are important as they give context to the larger 
idea of the contradiction. Things can be in contradiction, but simply pointing out that 
they are contradictory does not answer the question of why they enter into contradiction 
with each other, which is why the particular character of a contradiction is analyzed.41 To 
further to define this, the particularity of a contradiction is a defining characteristic of a 
contradiction. For example, heat and electricity are both forms of energy but are 
qualitatively different from each other in that heat is the kinetic movement of electrons 
whereas electricity is the movement of the electromagnetic charge of electrons. An 
example regarding social phenomena might be how both feudal and bourgeois society are 
class societies but have different characteristics in terms of the means of production and 
social particularities in their formation and law. Hence, they have qualitative differences 
within their contradictions that distinguish them from each other. It is a fundamental 
aspect of dialectical contradiction. It is both important to note the universality of 
contradictions as well its particularity, to quote Mao:  

The sciences are differentiated precisely on the basis of the particular 
contradictions inherent in their respective objects of study. Thus, the 
contradiction peculiar to a certain field of phenomena constitutes the 
object of study for a specific branch of science. For example, positive and 
negative numbers in mathematics; action and reaction in mechanics; 
positive and negative electricity in physics; dissociation and combination 
in chemistry; forces of production and relations of production, classes and 

 
40 V. I. Lenin, “On the Question of Dialectics,” in Collected Works of VI Lenin Vol. XXXVIII (New 
York: International Publishers, 1927), p. 357.   
41 Similar to Marx in Theses on Feuerbach, the contradiction, or in Marx case, the world cannot just be 
interpreted, it must also be changed. 
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class struggle, in social science; offence and defence in military science; 
idealism and materialism, the metaphysical outlook and the dialectical 
outlook, in philosophy; and so on--all these are the objects of study of 
different branches of science precisely because each branch has its own 
particular contradiction and particular essence. Of course, unless we 
understand the universality of contradiction, we have no way of 
discovering the universal cause or universal basis for the movement or 
development of things; however, unless we study the particularity of 
contradiction, we have no way of determining the particular essence of a 
thing which differentiates it from other things, no way of discovering the 
particular cause or particular basis for the movement or development of a 
thing, and no way of distinguishing one thing from another or of 
demarcating the fields of science.42 

Here Mao does not contradict himself to Lenin or Engels. He merely builds upon the 
foundation which they had previously laid out for him following with orthodox dialectics. 
In general, everything is matter, and there are contradictions in nearly everything. Mao 
articulates an orthodox class analysis later in the same section:  

There are many contradictions in the course of development of any major 
thing. For instance, in the course of China's bourgeois-democratic 
revolution, where the conditions are exceedingly complex, there exist the 
contradiction between all the oppressed classes in Chinese society and 
imperialism, the contradiction between the great masses of the people and 
feudalism, the contradiction between the proletariat and the bourgeoisie, 
the contradiction between the peasantry and the urban petty bourgeoisie 
on the one hand and the bourgeoisie on the other, the contradiction 
between the various reactionary ruling groups, and so on. These 
contradictions cannot be treated in the same way since each has its own 
particularity; moreover, the two aspects of each contradiction cannot be 
treated in the same way since each aspect has its own characteristics.43  

 
42 Mao Zedong, On Contradictions, Part III 
43 Ibid 
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Mao notices the contradictions in the class struggle between the proletariat and the 
bourgeoisie as well the contradiction that the peasantry has with the urban petty 
bourgeoisie. Mao also gives a great lesson in what is meant by the particularity. In this 
passage, he states how one cannot treat contradictions the same way, as each one has 
their different characteristics. After this section, Mao mentions the identity and struggle 
of contradictions and notes that one side of a contradiction cannot exist without the 
other: 

The fact is that no contradictory aspect can exist in isolation. Without its 
opposite aspect, each loses the condition for its existence. Just think, can 
any one contradictory aspect of a thing or of a concept in the human mind 
exist independently? Without life, there would be no death; without 
death, there would be no life. Without "above", there would be no "below" 
without "below", there would be no "above". Without misfortune, there 
would be no good fortune; without good fortune, these would be no 
misfortune. Without facility, there would be no difficulty without 
difficulty, there would be no facility. Without landlords, there would be 
no tenant-peasants; without tenant-peasants, there would be no landlords. 
Without the bourgeoisie, there would be no proletariat; without the 
proletariat, there would be no bourgeoisie. Without imperialist oppression 
of nations, there would be no colonies or semi-colonies; without colonies 
or semicolonies, there would be no imperialist oppression of nations. It is 
so with all opposites; in given conditions, on the one hand they are 
opposed to each other, and on the other they are interconnected, 
interpenetrating, interpermeating and interdependent, and this character is 
described as identity. In given conditions, all contradictory aspects possess 
the character of non-identity and hence are described as being in 
contradiction. But they also possess the character of identity and hence are 
interconnected. This is what Lenin means when he says that dialectics 
studies “how opposites can be ... identical.” How then can they be 
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identical? Because each is the condition for the other's existence. This is 
the first meaning of identity.44 

Without one class there would not be another; without oppression, there would be no 
possibility of resistance. Mao’s view of the dialectic is akin to Newton’s Third Law of 
Motion: every action must have an equal reaction. In the same way every contradictory 
aspect much have its own reaction. The proletariat and the bourgeoisie would not exist if 
it had not been for the others existence. This is basic Marxist Dialectics: to engage the 
vanguard is to start the Dictatorship of the Proletariat, to engage in this is to then note 
that it shall be abolished to achieve further stages of socialism. With the identity part of 
this is defined, next to be defined is the struggle Mao quotes Lenin: “The unity 
(coincidence, identity, equal action) of opposites is conditional, temporary, transitory, 
relative. The struggle of mutually exclusive opposites is absolute, just as development and 
motion are absolute.”45 Mao explains this in his own words, saying:  

All processes have a beginning and an end, all processes 
transform themselves into their opposites. The constancy of 
all processes is relative, but the mutability manifested in the 
transformation of one process into another is absolute.46 

This, then, defines struggle: struggle is an inherent form of conflict between two differing 
functions, they have a process, and they can transform themselves into their opposites. 
This in a way also shows the nature of class struggle, the oppressed has at times become 
the oppressor. Finally, Mao mentions the place of antagonisms within contradictions, 
antagonisms are simply one of the forms of the struggle of opposites. As Mao states:  

In human history, antagonism between classes exists as a particular 
manifestation of the struggle of opposites. Consider the contradiction 
between the exploiting and the exploited classes. Such contradictory 
classes coexist for a long time in the same society, be it slave society, feudal 
society, or capitalist society, and they struggle with each other; but it is not 

 
44 Mao, On Contradiction, Part IV. 
45 V. I. Lenin, "On the Question of Dialectics", Collected Works, Russ. ed., Moscow, 1958, Vol. 
XXXVIII, p. 358. 
46 Mao Zedong, On Contradiction, Part IV. 
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until the contradiction between the two classes develops to a certain stage 
that it assumes the form of open antagonism and develops into revolution. 
The same holds for the transformation of peace into war in class society.47 

Without the antagonism between classes in society and the contradiction that is class 
struggle, there would be no way to move society forward, without revolutionary struggle 
against and within class society, there would be no social development and thus society 
would remain stagnant. While one should note the inevitable nature of struggle in class 
society, one should also remember that the endpoint is not inevitable, such is evidenced 
by Yuan Shikai’s betrayal of the Chinese bourgeois revolution, or Napoleon and 
Napoleon III’s coups, equally the subversion brought about by revisionists. 

Maoism as Marxist Orthodoxy II: On Practice 
 On Practice’s main premise is the idea that knowledge is brought about through 
practice. Mao notes that, prior to Marx, materialists, or vulgar materialists, were unable 
to come to this correct conclusion stating:  

Before Marx, materialism examined the problem of knowledge apart from 
the social nature of man and apart from his historical development and 
was therefore incapable of understanding the dependence of knowledge on 
social practice, that is, the dependence of knowledge on production and 
the class struggle.48 

How then did Mao, and thus Marx, conclude that knowledge is gained through social 
practice? While of course Mao goes further into this within the article, it is also good to 
note that Mao’s knowledge of Marxism comes for the most part through his social 
experience. Without meeting the certain individuals he had met, as well experiencing the 
events he experienced, it is doubtful he would have ever become the Marxist that is 
known today. Mao makes this point with these words: 

Marxists hold that man’s social practice alone is the criterion of the truth 
of his knowledge of the external world. What actually happens is that 

 
47 Mao Zedong, On Contradictions, Part VI 
48 Zedong Mao, “On Practice,” in Selected Works of Mao Zedong (Peking: Foreign Languages Press, 
1965), pp. 295-310. 
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man’s knowledge is verified only when he achieves the anticipated results 
in the process of social practice (material production, class struggle, or 
scientific experiment). If a man wants to succeed in his work, that is, to 
achieve the anticipated results, he must bring his ideas into 
correspondence with the laws of the objective external world; if they do 
not correspond, he will fail in his practice. After he fails, he draws his 
lessons, corrects his ideas to make the correspond to the laws of the 
external world, and can thus turn failure into success.49 

Through one’s beliefs being put into practice, these beliefs are then verified. However, if 
they fail, their beliefs are turned into lessons of how to better oneself. This is the basis of 
self-criticism which is a large part of Maoist ideals, not exclusive to however, the practice 
of being able to critique one’s own shortcomings and to move on as a better person, or 
Marxist in this case, is a quite important idea, as this is the dialectic in motion. The idea 
that practice ought to be valued over anything else when it comes to knowledge can be 
traced directly back to Marx. In “Theses on Feuerbach,” Marx stated that “the 
philosophers have only interpreted the world, in various ways; the point is to change it.” 
As Mao notes, one must first interpret the world through the social practice that they are 
able to get, just interpreting it will do little to no good.50 Lenin similarly notes: “Practice 
is higher than (theoretical) knowledge, for it has not only the dignity of universality, but 
also of immediate actuality.” In language similar to that adopted by Mao, Lenin 
acknowledges the extreme importance of social practice in the dialectical context.51 Mao 
goes further on with the idea of the so-called development at knowledge, using two 
separate stages first the perceptual stage of cognition:  

In the process of practice, man at first sees only the phenomenal side, the 
separate aspects, the external relations of things. For instance, some people 
from outside come to Yenan on a tour of observation. In the first day or 
two, they see its topography, streets, and houses; they meet many people, 
attend banquets, evening parties and mass meetings, hear talk of various 

 
49 Ibid 
50 Karl Marx, "Theses on Feuerbach". Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, Selected Works, in two volumes, 
Eng. ed., FLPH, Moscow, 1958, Vol. II, p. 403 
51 V. I. Lenin, "Conspectus of Hegel's The Science of Logic". Collected Works, Russ. ed., Moscow, 1958, 
Vol. XXXVIII, p. 205. 
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kinds and read various documents, all these being the phenomena, the 
separate aspects and the external relations of things. This is called the 
perceptual stage of cognition, namely, the stage of sense perceptions and 
impressions. That is, these particular things in Yenan act on the sense 
organs of the members of the observation group, evoke sense perceptions 
and give rise in their brains to many impressions together with a rough 
sketch of the external relations among these impressions: this is the first 
stage of cognition. At this stage, man cannot yet form concepts, which are 
deeper, or draw logical conclusions.52 

What is meant here is that through contact, or rather engagement, with the external 
world, one can conceptualize but not yet entirely form a concrete concept, and instead 
they are brought to ask more questions. Mao also notes a secondary stage which for 
purposes here will be called the rationalization stage:  

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. Concepts are no longer the 
phenomena, the separate aspects and the external relations 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. Proceeding further, by means of judgement and 
inference one is able to draw logical conclusions.53 

Here rather than not having formed a concept, one is formed, and data of the previous 
stage, the perceptions, is to be synthesized, driving one towards logical conclusions rather 
than half-truths of the whole image. The best example of this such concept is what Mao 
goes on to say: 

When the members of the observation group have collected various data 
and, what is more, have "thought them over", they are able to arrive at the 
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judgement that "the Communist Party's policy of the National United 
Front Against Japan is thorough, sincere and genuine". Having made this 
judgement, they can, if they too are genuine about uniting to save the 
nation, go a step further and draw the following conclusion, "The 
National United Front Against Japan can succeed.”54 

Mao goes on to state multiple examples of practice being the main basis of human 
knowledge, however, the most striking is when Mao correctly states that a person in one 
stage of history, feudalism, could not imagine another stage, such as capitalism. Not only 
is this true, but it can be seen in modern times with people stating that “Capitalism might 
not be perfect but it is certainly the best system we have,” and, with this of course being 
untrue, these people believe that though historically speaking every epoch of history has 
had a different class system, the yoke of capitalism will continue endlessly, an untrue as 
well undialectical notion, nonetheless Mao states something similar to this: 

The perceptual and the rational 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. 
Perception only solves the problem of phenomena; theory alone can solve 
the problem of essence. The solving of both these problems is not 
separable in the slightest degree from practice. Whoever wants to know a 
thing has no way of doing so except by coming into contact with it, that is, 
by living (practicing) in its environment. In feudal society it was 
impossible to know the laws of capitalist society in advance because 
capitalism had not yet emerged, the relevant practice was lacking. 
Marxism could be the product only of capitalist society. Marx, in the era 
of laissez-faire capitalism, could not concretely know certain laws peculiar 
to the era of imperialism beforehand, because imperialism, the last stage of 
capitalism, had not yet emerged and the relevant practice was lacking; only 
Lenin and Stalin could undertake this task.55 
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After many such examples in many different aspects, Mao notes the two schools of 
philosophical thought prior to Marxism that had got this idea incorrect:  

Here two important points must be emphasized. The first, which has been 
stated before but should be repeated here, is the dependence of rational 
knowledge upon perceptual knowledge. Anyone who thinks that rational 
knowledge need not be derived from perceptual knowledge is an idealist. 
In the history of philosophy there is the "rationalist" school that admits 
the reality only of reason and not of experience, believing that reason alone 
is reliable while perceptual experience is not; this school errs by turning 
things upside down. The rational is reliable precisely because it has its 
source in sense perceptions, otherwise it would be like water without a 
source, a tree without roots, subjective, self-engendered and unreliable. As 
to the sequence in the process of cognition, perceptual experience comes 
first; we stress the significance of social practice in the process of cognition 
precisely because social practice alone can give rise to human knowledge 
and it alone can start man on the acquisition of perceptual experience from 
the objective world. For a person who shuts his eyes, stops his ears and 
totally cuts himself off from the objective world there can be no such thing 
as knowledge. Knowledge begins with experience--this is the materialism 
of the theory of knowledge.56 

Here it is shown the problem of the rationalist school of thought, they disregard to a 
large extent the important nature of experience or perception, believing instead of 
dialectically processing and analyzing something the reason itself can be its own salvation. 
This is an idealistic notion, as it leaves them with a half-baked analysis that is, as Mao 
noted, self-engendered, unreliable, and subjective. This is no help to anyone. Mao then 
addresses the empiricist: 

To think that knowledge can stop at the lower, perceptual stage and that 
perceptual knowledge alone is reliable while rational knowledge is not, 
would be to repeat the historical error of "empiricism". This theory errs in 
failing to understand that, although the data of perception reflect certain 

56 Ibid. 
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realities in the objective world (I am not speaking here of idealist 
empiricism which confines experience to so-called introspection), they are 
merely one-sided and superficial, reflecting things incompletely and not 
reflecting their essence. Fully to reflect a thing in its totality, to reflect its 
essence, to reflect its inherent laws, it is necessary through the exercise of 
thought to reconstruct the rich data of sense perception, discarding the 
dross and selecting the essential, eliminating the false and retaining the 
true, proceeding from the one to the other and from the outside to the 
inside, in order to form a system of concepts and theories--it is necessary 
to make a leap from perceptual to rational knowledge. Such reconstructed 
knowledge is not more empty or more unreliable; on the contrary, 
whatever has been scientifically reconstructed in the process of cognition, 
on the basis of practice, reflects objective reality, as Lenin said, more 
deeply, more truly, more fully. As against this, vulgar "practical men" 
respect experience but despise theory, and therefore cannot have a 
comprehensive view of an entire objective process, lack clear direction and 
long-range perspective, and are complacent over occasional successes and 
glimpses of the truth. If such persons direct a revolution, they will lead it 
up a blind alley.57 

The empiricist problem is that they stop at the perceptional stage, and do not advance 
further into this point, needlessly and endlessly collecting, not moving any further into 
perception only remaining at the first stage of cognition, this once again does not lead to 
anyone to any sort of solid conclusions. This is something bourgeois academics often do; 
they see the intrinsic flaws within society but they are unable to rectify them as they 
would rather collect data. These schools of thought are both incorrect: 

Rational knowledge depends upon perceptual knowledge and perceptual 
knowledge remains to be developed into rational knowledge – this is the 
dialectical-materialist theory of knowledge. In philosophy, neither 

57 Ibid. 
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‘rationalism’ nor ‘empiricism’ understands the historical or the dialectical 
nature of knowledge.58 

After denouncing these two schools of thought Mao then goes on to explain, in a similar 
fashion to Lenin’s What is to be Done, that without revolutionary theory there can be no 
revolutionary movement stating: 

But the movement of knowledge does not end here. If the dialectical-
materialist movement of knowledge were to stop at rational knowledge, 
only half the problem would be dealt with. And as far as Marxist 
philosophy is concerned, only the less important half at that. Marxist 
philosophy holds that the most important problem does not lie in 
understanding the laws of the objective world and thus being able to 
explain it, but in applying the knowledge of these laws actively to change 
the world. From the Marxist viewpoint, theory is important, and its 
importance is fully expressed in Lenin's statement, "Without revolutionary 
theory there can be no revolutionary movement." But Marxism 
emphasizes the importance of theory precisely and only because it can 
guide action. If we have a correct theory but merely prate about it, 
pigeonhole it and do not put it into practice, then that theory, however 
good, is of no significance. Knowledge begins with practice, and 
theoretical knowledge is acquired through practice and must then return 
to practice.59  

Marxist theory is then studied to apply it, not to just parade around with the knowledge 
itself. Knowledge is not just to have, but to also put it in practice. Like science where one 
makes an analysis, then formulates a hypothesis, they must test this or it means nothing, 
the same thing is meant by here. This is the basis of dialectical materialist thinking as 
Mao ends off: 

Discover the truth through practice, and again through practice verify and 
develop the truth. Start from perceptual knowledge and actively develop it 
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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 repeats itself in endless cycles, and with each cycle the content 
of practice and knowledge rises to a higher 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.60 

It is important to test one’s analysis of things and, if it is incorrect, they should begin the 
process of self-criticism to reach a new understanding of theoretical application in a 
practical sense, this is important to the basis of dialectical knowledge.   

Maoism as Marxist Orthodoxy III: Quotations from Chairman Mao 
 The “Little Red Book” is a collection of quotations, and essays from Mao, all of 
which relate to Maoist theory, and philosophy. However, there are a few sections that 
relate back to Orthodox Leninist thinking, as well the unique material conditions which 
China was in that lead to certain policies one may find to be unorthodox, or in some 
cases strange. First is the idea of frontist politics in Maoist writing. This, to some, is 
considered unorthodox, however, considering the differing material conditions, 
something of which must be noted for all revolutionary struggle, this is a completely 
normal notion: the belief that material conditions stay completely the same is 
undialectical, Mao notes the importance of the United Front in the defeat of the Japanese 
and eventually the Guomindang stating: 
 

A well-disciplined Party armed with the theory of Marxism-Leninism, 
using the method of self-criticism, and linked with the masses of the 
people; an army under the leadership of such a Party; a united front of all 
revolutionary classes and all revolutionary groups under the leadership of 
such a Party - these are the three main weapons with which we have 
defeated the enemy.61 
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Within this context, we can see how the alliance of the Second United Front that of the 
GMD and the CCP worked against the Japanese imperialists, and then the alliance of 
the revolutionary classes, the proletariat and semi-proletariat, as well, the so-called urban 
petite bourgeoise were able to defeat the Nationalist threat. Mao also notes how the new 
China will be much different after this period: 
 

Revolutionary war is an antitoxin which not only eliminates the enemy's 
poison but also purges us of our own filth. Every just, revolutionary war is 
endowed with tremendous power and can transform many things or clear 
the way for their transformation. The Sino-Japanese war will transform 
both China and Japan; provided China perseveres in the War of 
Resistance and in the united front, the old Japan will surely be 
transformed into a new Japan and the old China into a new China, and 
people and everything else in both China and Japan will be transformed 
during and after the war.62 
 

Mao also further notes the importance of the alliance with the urban petite bourgeoisie, 
peasant, or semi-proletariat, and the proletariat, as well their importance in destroying 
the Nationalist threat and the imperialist enemy: 
 

The people's democratic dictatorship is based on the alliance of the 
working class, the peasantry and the urban petty bourgeoisie, and mainly 
on the alliance of the workers and the peasants, because these two classes 
comprise eighty percent of China 's population. These two classes are the 
main force in overthrowing imperialism and the Kuomintang 
reactionaries. The transition from New Democracy to socialism also 
depends mainly upon their alliance.63 
 

When given this context, the United Front seems necessary in regard to China, who had 
to fight both a civil war and a struggle against imperialist threats at the same time, while 
the Soviet Union had to deal with nearly similar odds the Japanese Empire was much 
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more powerful than the hollowed shell of the dilapidated Russian Empire in the form of 
the White Army. Equally, they did not have to deal with the multitude of Imperialists as 
the CCP needed to face most of the IPA. This sets their general context apart and shows 
them as two very different events. It should also be noted that this alliance was seen as 
temporary at best, as Mao notes: 
 

If they [the Kuomintang] fight, we will wipe them out completely. This is 
the way things are: if they attack and we wipe them out, they will have 
that satisfaction; wipe out some, some satisfaction; wipe out more, more 
satisfaction; wipe out the whole lot, complete satisfaction. China 's 
problems are complicated, and our brains must also be a little complicated. 
If they start fighting, we fight back, fight to win peace.64 

The United Front was merely a way for the masses to come together and fight against the 
impending, and at the time, much more imminent Imperialist threat that needed to be 
destroyed, or the future of China and the workers movement in general would have been 
at stake, at least from the eyes of Chinese Communists. Mao also notes the utter 
importance that material conditions have in revolutionary struggle: 
 

Unquestionably, victory or defeat in war is determined mainly by the 
military, political, economic and natural conditions on both sides. But not 
by these alone. It is also determined by each side's subjective ability in 
directing the war. In his endeavor to win a war, a military strategist cannot 
overstep the limitations imposed by the material conditions; within these 
limitations, however, he can and must strive for victory. The stage of 
action for a military strategist is built upon objective material conditions, 
but on that stage, he can direct the performance of many a drama, full of 
sound and color, power and grandeur.65 
 

Similar to the class struggle, war is based on the material conditions, and one should not 
be ignorant of the material conditions imposed upon a commander, or a revolutionary 
leader. One major limitation placed upon Mao was that of the relatively small urban 
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proletariat in the country which then had Mao use the peasantry as a productive force, 
some believe Mao puts too much an emphasis on the peasantry stating things such as 

The ruthless economic exploitation and political oppression of the 
peasants by the landlord class forced them into numerous uprisings against 
its rule… It was the class struggles of the peasants, the peasant uprisings 
and peasant wars that constituted the real motive force of historical 
development in Chinese feudal society.66 

However, the belief in the peasants, as well as the support for them is not a particularly 
improper, or unorthodox take, as Lenin notes: 

Today the question of the peasant movement has become vital not only in 
the theoretical but also in the most direct practical sense. We now have to 
transform our general slogans into direct appeals by the revolutionary 
proletariat to the revolutionary peasantry. The time has now come when 
the peasantry is coming forward as a conscious maker of a new way of life 
in Russia. And the course and outcome of the great Russian revolution 
depend in tremendous measure on the growth of the peasants’ political 
consciousness…What does the peasantry expect of the revolution? What 
can the revolution give the peasantry? Anyone active in the political 
sphere, and especially every class-conscious worker who goes in for 
politics, not in the sense vulgarized by bourgeois politicians, but in the 
best sense of the word, must answer these two questions…The peasantry 
wants land and freedom. There can be no two opinions on this score. All 
class-conscious workers   support the revolutionary peasantry with all their 
might. All class-conscious workers want and are fighting for the peasantry 
to receive all the land and full freedom. “All the land” means not putting 
up with any partial concessions and hand-outs; it means reckoning, not on 
a compromise between the peasantry and the landlords, but on abolition of 
landed estates. And the party of the class-conscious proletariat, the Social-
Democrats, have most vigorously pro claimed this view: at its Third 
Congress held last May, the R.S.D.L.P. adopted a resolution directly 
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declaring for support of the peasants’ revolutionary demands, including 
confiscation of all privately-owned estates. This resolution clearly shows 
that the party of the class-conscious workers supports the peasants’ 
demand for all the land. And in this respect the content of the resolution 
adopted at the conference of the other half of our Party fully coincides 
with that of the resolution passed by the Third Congress of the 
R.S.D.L.P.67 

Mao, in a country six times less advanced than even semi-feudal Russia, is merely 
adhering to the material conditions of which they are placed under. There is nothing here 
that would conflict with Mao, and nothing Mao says conflicts with Lenin; the problem is 
similar to what Mao said in a section of On Practice. Lenin could not see into the era of 
the Chinese Revolution, nor could Marx see the Russian Revolution. In the same sense, 
just as a proletarian cannot imagine the next stage in history, these theorists could not 
magically see into the future. Mao does not state anything in these writings that goes 
against Marx, Engels, Lenin, or, in a theoretical sense, even Stalin. 
 
Refuting Counterarguments 

Many counterarguments could be made; one that could be made by the more 
dogmatic Left is that Mao was not an orthodox thinker. He was not originally supported 
by Stalin or the USSR; rather Stalin supported other leaders in the CCP and supported 
united front policies with the Guomindang. He did this to bring about a bourgeois 
revolution as any Marxist would say is the normal path of dialectical materialism. This, 
however, is a semantics argument that could be fought against in two ways. The Western 
Marxist may say that Stalin himself was not even a Marxist at all and thus what he does 
in response to other leftists does not really matter, but this is just a semantic argument. 
By all definitions Stalin was dedicated to the study and writing of Marxism-Leninism no 
matter what else he had done. However, the more interesting counterpoint is that 
arguments based on Mao having a different view of dialectical materialism from Lenin or 
Marx, such as what Meisner attempts to say in his biography of Mao Zedong, do not see 
that material conditions are not at all finite, and instead one must adapt to the material 
conditions of the time. China was even less technologically developed than Russia, as 
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mentioned before, during the early 1900’s, and there were multiple threats that were 
against the CCP in a very strange political situation, with multiple warlords, an 
imperialist power invading, Mao and the CCP needed to adapt, using the same tactics, 
and policies which the USSR used would not have worked. Mao put this wonderfully:  

Our enemies are all those in league with imperialism - the warlords, the 
bureaucrats, the comprador class, the big Landlord class and the 
reactionary section of the intelligentsia attached to them. The leading 
force in our revolution is the industrial proletariat. Our closest friends are 
the entire semi-proletariat and petty bourgeoisie. As for the vacillating 
middle bourgeoisie, their right wing may become our enemy and their left 
wing may become our friend - but we must be constantly on our guard and 
not let them create confusion within our ranks.68 

The new material conditions that Chinese Communists faced had them reconsider what 
the enemy of the working class truly is, as well who it was. Mao viewed the peasantry not 
as just the peasant class, but as the most exploited group in Chinese society, and in this 
quote, as a semi-proletariat group. There is nowhere in this quote that contradicts to 
orthodox Marxist thought; this was also only written a year before the so-called Hunan 
Report which is regarded as taking a strange and unorthodox stance which is not similar 
to Marxist thinkers before Mao Zedong. However, the peasants being seen as a 
progressive force is not an all that uncommon idea, as shown before Lenin had this same 
idea. Another point to be addressed is the fringe belief that Mao was not a Marxist and 
was, instead, merely a nationalist who used the message of Marxism to further his goals. 
This argument is silly and would mean the same for any other Marxist revolutionary 
throughout history. While being a Marxist is to be an internationalist, it is also to be a 
patriot as Mao notes:  

Can a Communist, who is an internationalist, at the same time be a 
patriot? We hold that he not only can be but also must be. The specific 
content of patriotism is determined by historical conditions. There is the 
"patriotism" of the Japanese aggressors and of Hitler, and there is our 
patriotism. Communists must resolutely oppose the "patriotism" of the 
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Japanese aggressors and of Hitler. The Communists of Japan and 
Germany are defeatists with regard to the wars being waged by their 
countries. To bring about the defeat of the Japanese aggressors and of 
Hitler by every possible means is in the interests of the Japanese and the 
German people, and the more complete the defeat the better.... For the 
wars launched by the Japanese aggressors and Hitler are harming the 
people at home as well as the people of the world. China's case, however, 
is different because she is the victim of aggression. Chinese Communists 
must therefore combine patriotism with internationalism. We are at once 
internationalists and patriots, and our slogan is, "Fight to defend the 
motherland against the aggressors." For us defeatism is a crime and to 
strive for victory in the War of Resistance is an inescapable duty. For only 
by fighting in defense of the motherland can we defeat the aggressors and 
achieve national liberation. And only by achieving national liberation will 
it be possible for the proletariat and other working people to achieve their 
own emancipation. The victory of China and the defeat of the invading 
imperialists will help the people of other countries. Thus, in wars of 
national liberation patriotism is applied internationalism.69 

Through the patriotism of the Communists, there is internationalism as they are able to 
inspire other nations to rise up, almost like a homeland to the revolutionary fervor. 
Without their own motherland, there is no other way to have socialism within their own 
nation, thus the war for liberation of one’s own nation is a war for the liberation of ALL 
nations. Another argument that has already been covered throughout this essay is that 
Mao strays away from Leninism and Marxism, even in their views of dialectical 
materialism, this, as demonstrated is just inherently false.  

Conclusion 
To conclude, Mao Zedong was an interesting political figure that has many 

misconceptions surrounding him. His history was complex, with many theoretical tosses 
and turns. Starting as a conservative, becoming a nationalist, then an anarchist, and 
finally becoming a Marxist, this strange political journey led to a man who, in many ways, 
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could be misconstrued, one that at times uses old Chinese sayings or folktales to explain 
theory, something that might be misrepresented as overtly nationalist. To say the least, 
he was an Orthodox Leninist who adhered to the teachings of Lenin, Marx, and Engels. 
He did not oppose, in any way, the belief that the proletariat is to be at the forefront of 
the revolution, he merely added in the semi-proletariat, or peasantry. Equally, his theory 
upon and about the peasantry did not, for the most part, rapidly change from Lenin. 
Instead, he lived in a nation where the prospect of the peasants being a progressive 
revolutionary force was even higher than in that of the USSR, meaning the mention of 
the peasantry and how much they were used was increased by a large portion from USSR 
to China. Additionally, his dialectics were based almost entirely on what Marx, Lenin, 
and Engels had already put together with his views of practice being based on much of 
what Lenin had said in with social practice being the basis for all knowledge. His views in 
“On Contradictions” also align almost perfectly with what is said in Lenin’s “On the 
Question of Dialectics” which itself is based on sections of “Das Kapital” from Marx, the 
orthodox view of dialectical materialism is what has been rehashed in both of these 
pieces. Mao barely strays from Marx, and certainly even less from Lenin. The idea of 
these three theorists being so different is silly and incorrect, as their dialectical continuity 
is shown throughout everything discussed in this essay. In other words, Mao was truly an 
orthodox Marxist.
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