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Principles of Communism 

Frederick Engels 

October - November 1847 

 

1. What is Communism? 

Communism is the doctrine of the conditions of the liberation of the proletariat.  

 

2. What is the proletariat? 

The proletariat is that class in society which lives entirely from the sale of its labor and does not 

draw profit from any kind of capital; whose weal and woe, whose life and death, whose sole 

existence depends on the demand for labor – hence, on the changing state of business, on the 

vagaries of unbridled competition. The proletariat, or the class of proletarians, is, in a word, the 

working class of the 19th century.  

 

3. Proletarians, then, have not always existed? 

No. There have always been poor and working classes; and the working class have mostly been 

poor. But there have not always been workers and poor people living under conditions as they are 

today; in other words, there have not always been proletarians, any more than there has always 

been free unbridled competitions.  

 

4. How did the proletariat originate? 

The Proletariat originated in the industrial revolution, which took place in England in the last half 

of the last (18th) century, and which has since then been repeated in all the civilized countries of 

the world.  

This industrial revolution was precipitated by the discovery of the steam engine, various spinning 

machines, the mechanical loom, and a whole series of other mechanical devices. These machines, 

which were very expensive and hence could be bought only by big capitalists, altered the whole 

mode of production and displaced the former workers, because the machines turned out cheaper 

and better commodities than the workers could produce with their inefficient spinning wheels and 

handlooms. The machines delivered industry wholly into the hands of the big capitalists and 

rendered entirely worthless the meagre property of the workers (tools, looms, etc.). The result 
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was that the capitalists soon had everything in their hands and nothing remained to the workers. 

This marked the introduction of the factory system into the textile industry.  

Once the impulse to the introduction of machinery and the factory system had been given, this 

system spread quickly to all other branches of industry, especially cloth- and book-printing, 

pottery, and the metal industries.  

Labor was more and more divided among the individual workers so that the worker who 

previously had done a complete piece of work now did only a part of that piece. This division of 

labor made it possible to produce things faster and cheaper. It reduced the activity of the individual 

worker to simple, endlessly repeated mechanical motions which could be performed not only as 

well but much better by a machine. In this way, all these industries fell, one after another, under 

the dominance of steam, machinery, and the factory system, just as spinning and weaving had 

already done.  

But at the same time, they also fell into the hands of big capitalists, and their workers were 

deprived of whatever independence remained to them. Gradually, not only genuine manufacture 

but also handicrafts came within the province of the factory system as big capitalists increasingly 

displaced the small master craftsmen by setting up huge workshops, which saved many expenses 

and permitted an elaborate division of labor.  

This is how it has come about that in civilized countries at the present time nearly all kinds of 

labor are performed in factories – and, in nearly all branches of work, handicrafts and manufacture 

have been superseded. This process has, to an ever greater degree, ruined the old middle class, 

especially the small handicraftsmen; it has entirely transformed the condition of the workers; and 

two new classes have been created which are gradually swallowing up all the others. These are:  

(i) The class of big capitalists, who, in all civilized countries, are already in almost exclusive 

possession of all the means of subsistance and of the instruments (machines, factories) and 

materials necessary for the production of the means of subsistence. This is the bourgeois class, or 

the bourgeoisie.  

(ii) The class of the wholly propertyless, who are obliged to sell their labor to the bourgeoisie in 

order to get, in exchange, the means of subsistence for their support. This is called the class of 

proletarians, or the proletariat. 
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5. Under what conditions does this sale of the labor of the proletarians to the 

bourgeoisie take place? 

Labor is a commodity, like any other, and its price is therefore determined by exactly the same 

laws that apply to other commodities. In a regime of big industry or of free competition – as we 

shall see, the two come to the same thing – the price of a commodity is, on the average, always 

equal to its cost of production. Hence, the price of labor is also equal to the cost of production of 

labor.  

But, the costs of production of labor consist of precisely the quantity of means of subsistence 

necessary to enable the worker to continue working, and to prevent the working class from dying 

out. The worker will therefore get no more for his labor than is necessary for this purpose; the 

price of labor, or the wage, will, in other words, be the lowest, the minimum, required for the 

maintenance of life.  

However, since business is sometimes better and sometimes worse, it follows that the worker 

sometimes gets more and sometimes gets less for his commodities. But, again, just as the 

industrialist, on the average of good times and bad, gets no more and no less for his commodities 

than what they cost, similarly on the average the worker gets no more and no less than his 

minimum.  

This economic law of wages operates the more strictly the greater the degree to which big industry 

has taken possession of all branches of production.  

 

6. What working classes were there before the industrial revolution? 

The working classes have always, according to the different stages of development of society, 

lived in different circumstances and had different relations to the owning and ruling classes.  

In antiquity, the workers were the slaves of the owners, just as they still are in many backward 

countries and even in the southern part of the United States.  

In the Middle Ages, they were the serfs of the land-owning nobility, as they still are in Hungary, 

Poland, and Russia. In the Middle Ages, and indeed right up to the industrial revolution, there 

were also journeymen in the cities who worked in the service of petty bourgeois masters. 

Gradually, as manufacture developed, these journeymen became manufacturing workers who 

were even then employed by larger capitalists.  
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7. In what way do proletarians differ from slaves? 

The slave is sold once and for all; the proletarian must sell himself daily and hourly.  

The individual slave, property of one master, is assured an existence, however miserable it may 

be, because of the master’s interest. The individual proletarian, property as it were of the entire 

bourgeois class which buys his labor only when someone has need of it, has no secure existence. 

This existence is assured only to the class as a whole.  

The slave is outside competition; the proletarian is in it and experiences all its vagaries.  

The slave counts as a thing, not as a member of society. Thus, the slave can have a better existence 

than the proletarian, while the proletarian belongs to a higher stage of social development and, 

himself, stands on a higher social level than the slave.  

The slave frees himself when, of all the relations of private property, he abolishes only the relation 

of slavery and thereby becomes a proletarian; the proletarian can free himself only by abolishing 

private property in general.  

 

8. In what way do proletarians differ from serfs? 

The serf possesses and uses an instrument of production, a piece of land, in exchange for which 

he gives up a part of his product or part of the services of his labor.  

The proletarian works with the instruments of production of another, for the account of this other, 

in exchange for a part of the product.  

The serf gives up, the proletarian receives. The serf has an assured existence, the proletarian has 

not. The serf is outside competition, the proletarian is in it.  

The serf liberates himself in one of three ways: either he runs away to the city and there becomes 

a handicraftsman; or, instead of products and services, he gives money to his lord and thereby 

becomes a free tenant; or he overthrows his feudal lord and himself becomes a property owner. 

In short, by one route or another, he gets into the owning class and enters into competition. The 

proletarian liberates himself by abolishing competition, private property, and all class differences.  

 

9. In what way do proletarians differ from handicraftsmen? 

In contrast to the proletarian, the so-called handicraftsman, as he still existed almost everywhere 

in the past (eighteenth) century and still exists here and there at present, is a proletarian at most 

temporarily. His goal is to acquire capital himself wherewith to exploit other workers. He can 
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often achieve this goal where guilds still exist or where freedom from guild restrictions has not 

yet led to the introduction of factory-style methods into the crafts nor yet to fierce competition. 

But as soon as the factory system has been introduced into the crafts and competition flourishes 

fully, this perspective dwindles away and the handicraftsman becomes more and more a 

proletarian. The handicraftsman therefore frees himself by becoming either bourgeois or entering 

the middle class in general, or becoming a proletarian because of competition (as is now more 

often the case). In which case he can free himself by joining the proletarian movement, i.e., the 

more or less communist movement. 

 

10. In what way do proletarians differ from manufacturing workers? 

The manufacturing worker of the 16th to the 18th centuries still had, with but few exception, an 

instrument of production in his own possession – his loom, the family spinning wheel, a little plot 

of land which he cultivated in his spare time. The proletarian has none of these things.  

The manufacturing worker almost always lives in the countryside and in a more or less patriarchal 

relation to his landlord or employer; the proletarian lives, for the most part, in the city and his 

relation to his employer is purely a cash relation.  

The manufacturing worker is torn out of his patriarchal relation by big industry, loses whatever 

property he still has, and in this way becomes a proletarian.  

 

11. What were the immediate consequences of the industrial revolution and of 

the division of society into bourgeoisie and proletariat? 

First, the lower and lower prices of industrial products brought about by machine labor totally 

destroyed, in all countries of the world, the old system of manufacture or industry based upon 

hand labor.  

In this way, all semi-barbarian countries, which had hitherto been more or less strangers to 

historical development, and whose industry had been based on manufacture, were violently forced 

out of their isolation. They bought the cheaper commodities of the English and allowed their own 

manufacturing workers to be ruined. Countries which had known no progress for thousands of 

years – for example, India – were thoroughly revolutionized, and even China is now on the way 

to a revolution.  

We have come to the point where a new machine invented in England deprives millions of 

Chinese workers of their livelihood within a year’s time. 
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In this way, big industry has brought all the people of the Earth into contact with each other, has 

merged all local markets into one world market, has spread civilization and progress everywhere 

and has thus ensured that whatever happens in civilized countries will have repercussions in all 

other countries.  

It follows that if the workers in England or France now liberate themselves, this must set off 

revolution in all other countries – revolutions which, sooner or later, must accomplish the 

liberation of their respective working class.  

Second, wherever big industries displaced manufacture, the bourgeoisie developed in wealth and 

power to the utmost and made itself the first class of the country. The result was that wherever 

this happened, the bourgeoisie took political power into its own hands and displaced the hitherto 

ruling classes, the aristocracy, the guildmasters, and their representative, the absolute monarchy.  

The bourgeoisie annihilated the power of the aristocracy, the nobility, by abolishing the entailment 

of estates – in other words, by making landed property subject to purchase and sale, and by doing 

away with the special privileges of the nobility. It destroyed the power of the guildmasters by 

abolishing guilds and handicraft privileges. In their place, it put competition – that is, a state of 

society in which everyone has the right to enter into any branch of industry, the only obstacle 

being a lack of the necessary capital.  

The introduction of free competition is thus public declaration that from now on the members of 

society are unequal only to the extent that their capitals are unequal, that capital is the decisive 

power, and that therefore the capitalists, the bourgeoisie, have become the first class in society.  

Free competition is necessary for the establishment of big industry, because it is the only condition 

of society in which big industry can make its way.  

Having destroyed the social power of the nobility and the guildmasters, the bourgeois also 

destroyed their political power. Having raised itself to the actual position of first class in society, 

it proclaims itself to be also the dominant political class. This it does through the introduction of 

the representative system which rests on bourgeois equality before the law and the recognition of 

free competition, and in European countries takes the form of constitutional monarchy. In these 

constitutional monarchies, only those who possess a certain capital are voters – that is to say, only 

members of the bourgeoisie. These bourgeois voters choose the deputies, and these bourgeois 

deputies, by using their right to refuse to vote taxes, choose a bourgeois government.  

Third, everywhere the proletariat develops in step with the bourgeoisie. In proportion, as the 

bourgeoisie grows in wealth, the proletariat grows in numbers. For, since the proletarians can be 

employed only by capital, and since capital extends only through employing labor, it follows that 

the growth of the proletariat proceeds at precisely the same pace as the growth of capital.  
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Simultaneously, this process draws members of the bourgeoisie and proletarians together into the 

great cities where industry can be carried on most profitably, and by thus throwing great masses 

in one spot it gives to the proletarians a consciousness of their own strength.  

Moreover, the further this process advances, the more new labor-saving machines are invented, 

the greater is the pressure exercised by big industry on wages, which, as we have seen, sink to 

their minimum and therewith render the condition of the proletariat increasingly unbearable. The 

growing dissatisfaction of the proletariat thus joins with its rising power to prepare a proletarian 

social revolution.  

 

12. What were the further consequences of the industrial revolution? 

Big industry created in the steam engine, and other machines, the means of endlessly expanding 

industrial production, speeding it up, and cutting its costs. With production thus facilitated, the 

free competition, which is necessarily bound up with big industry, assumed the most extreme 

forms; a multitude of capitalists invaded industry, and, in a short while, more was produced than 

was needed.  

As a consequence, finished commodities could not be sold, and a so-called commercial crisis 

broke out. Factories had to be closed, their owners went bankrupt, and the workers were without 

bread. Deepest misery reigned everywhere.  

After a time, the superfluous products were sold, the factories began to operate again, wages rose, 

and gradually business got better than ever.  

But it was not long before too many commodities were again produced and a new crisis broke 

out, only to follow the same course as its predecessor.  

Ever since the beginning of this (19th) century, the condition of industry has constantly fluctuated 

between periods of prosperity and periods of crisis; nearly every five to seven years, a fresh crisis 

has intervened, always with the greatest hardship for workers, and always accompanied by 

general revolutionary stirrings and the direct peril to the whole existing order of things.  

 

13. What follows from these periodic commercial crises? 

First:  

That, though big industry in its earliest stage created free competition, it has now outgrown free 

competition;  
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that, for big industry, competition and generally the individualistic organization of production 

have become a fetter which it must and will shatter;  

that, so long as big industry remains on its present footing, it can be maintained only at the cost 

of general chaos every seven years, each time threatening the whole of civilization and not only 

plunging the proletarians into misery but also ruining large sections of the bourgeoisie;  

hence, either that big industry must itself be given up, which is an absolute impossibility, or that 

it makes unavoidably necessary an entirely new organization of society in which production is no 

longer directed by mutually competing individual industrialists but rather by the whole society 

operating according to a definite plan and taking account of the needs of all.  

Second: That big industry, and the limitless expansion of production which it makes possible, 

bring within the range of feasibility a social order in which so much is produced that every 

member of society will be in a position to exercise and develop all his powers and faculties in 

complete freedom.  

It thus appears that the very qualities of big industry which, in our present-day society, produce 

misery and crises are those which, in a different form of society, will abolish this misery and these 

catastrophic depressions.  

We see with the greatest clarity:  

(i) That all these evils are from now on to be ascribed solely to a social order which no longer 

corresponds to the requirements of the real situation; and  

(ii) That it is possible, through a new social order, to do away with these evils altogether.  

 

14. What will this new social order have to be like? 

Above all, it will have to take the control of industry and of all branches of production out of the 

hands of mutually competing individuals, and instead institute a system in which all these 

branches of production are operated by society as a whole – that is, for the common account, 

according to a common plan, and with the participation of all members of society.  

It will, in other words, abolish competition and replace it with association.  

Moreover, since the management of industry by individuals necessarily implies private property, 

and since competition is in reality merely the manner and form in which the control of industry 

by private property owners expresses itself, it follows that private property cannot be separated 

from competition and the individual management of industry. Private property must, therefore, 

be abolished and in its place must come the common utilization of all instruments of production 
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and the distribution of all products according to common agreement – in a word, what is called 

the communal ownership of goods.  

In fact, the abolition of private property is, doubtless, the shortest and most significant way to 

characterize the revolution in the whole social order which has been made necessary by the 

development of industry – and for this reason it is rightly advanced by communists as their main 

demand.  

 

15. Was not the abolition of private property possible at an earlier time? 

No. Every change in the social order, every revolution in property relations, is the necessary 

consequence of the creation of new forces of production which no longer fit into the old property 

relations.  

Private property has not always existed.  

When, towards the end of the Middle Ages, there arose a new mode of production which could 

not be carried on under the then existing feudal and guild forms of property, this manufacture, 

which had outgrown the old property relations, created a new property form, private property. 

And for manufacture and the earliest stage of development of big industry, private property was 

the only possible property form; the social order based on it was the only possible social order.  

So long as it is not possible to produce so much that there is enough for all, with more left over 

for expanding the social capital and extending the forces of production – so long as this is not 

possible, there must always be a ruling class directing the use of society’s productive forces, and 

a poor, oppressed class. How these classes are constituted depends on the stage of development.  

The agrarian Middle Ages give us the baron and the serf; the cities of the later Middle Ages show 

us the guildmaster and the journeyman and the day laborer; the 17th century has its manufacturing 

workers; the 19th has big factory owners and proletarians.  

It is clear that, up to now, the forces of production have never been developed to the point where 

enough could be developed for all, and that private property has become a fetter and a barrier in 

relation to the further development of the forces of production.  

Now, however, the development of big industry has ushered in a new period. Capital and the 

forces of production have been expanded to an unprecedented extent, and the means are at hand 

to multiply them without limit in the near future. Moreover, the forces of production have been 

concentrated in the hands of a few bourgeois, while the great mass of the people are more and 

more falling into the proletariat, their situation becoming more wretched and intolerable in 

proportion to the increase of wealth of the bourgeoisie. And finally, these mighty and easily 
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extended forces of production have so far outgrown private property and the bourgeoisie, that 

they threaten at any moment to unleash the most violent disturbances of the social order. Now, 

under these conditions, the abolition of private property has become not only possible but 

absolutely necessary.  

 

16. Will the peaceful abolition of private property be possible? 

It would be desirable if this could happen, and the communists would certainly be the last to 

oppose it. Communists know only too well that all conspiracies are not only useless, but even 

harmful. They know all too well that revolutions are not made intentionally and arbitrarily, but 

that, everywhere and always, they have been the necessary consequence of conditions which were 

wholly independent of the will and direction of individual parties and entire classes.  

But they also see that the development of the proletariat in nearly all civilized countries has been 

violently suppressed, and that in this way the opponents of communism have been working 

toward a revolution with all their strength. If the oppressed proletariat is finally driven to 

revolution, then we communists will defend the interests of the proletarians with deeds as we now 

defend them with words.  

 

17. Will it be possible for private property to be abolished at one stroke? 

No, no more than existing forces of production can at one stroke be multiplied to the extent 

necessary for the creation of a communal society.  

In all probability, the proletarian revolution will transform existing society gradually and will be 

able to abolish private property only when the means of production are available in sufficient 

quantity.  

 

18. What will be the course of this revolution? 

Above all, it will establish a democratic constitution, and through this, the direct or indirect 

dominance of the proletariat. Direct in England, where the proletarians are already a majority of 

the people. Indirect in France and Germany, where the majority of the people consists not only of 

proletarians, but also of small peasants and petty bourgeois who are in the process of falling into 

the proletariat, who are more and more dependent in all their political interests on the proletariat, 

and who must, therefore, soon adapt to the demands of the proletariat. Perhaps this will cost a 

second struggle, but the outcome can only be the victory of the proletariat.  
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Democracy would be wholly valueless to the proletariat if it were not immediately used as a 

means for putting through measures directed against private property and ensuring the livelihood 

of the proletariat. The main measures, emerging as the necessary result of existing relations, are 

the following:  

(i) Limitation of private property through progressive taxation, heavy inheritance taxes, abolition 

of inheritance through collateral lines (brothers, nephews, etc.) forced loans, etc.  

(ii) Gradual expropriation of landowners, industrialists, railroad magnates and shipowners, partly 

through competition by state industry, partly directly through compensation in the form of bonds.  

(iii) Confiscation of the possessions of all emigrants and rebels against the majority of the people.  

(iv) Organization of labor or employment of proletarians on publicly owned land, in factories and 

workshops, with competition among the workers being abolished and with the factory owners, in 

so far as they still exist, being obliged to pay the same high wages as those paid by the state.  

(v) An equal obligation on all members of society to work until such time as private property has 

been completely abolished. Formation of industrial armies, especially for agriculture.  

(vi) Centralization of money and credit in the hands of the state through a national bank with state 

capital, and the suppression of all private banks and bankers.  

(vii) Increase in the number of national factories, workshops, railroads, ships; bringing new lands 

into cultivation and improvement of land already under cultivation – all in proportion to the 

growth of the capital and labor force at the disposal of the nation.  

(viii) Education of all children, from the moment they can leave their mother’s care, in national 

establishments at national cost. Education and production together.  

(ix) Construction, on public lands, of great palaces as communal dwellings for associated groups 

of citizens engaged in both industry and agriculture and combining in their way of life the 

advantages of urban and rural conditions while avoiding the one-sidedness and drawbacks of 

each.  

(x) Destruction of all unhealthy and jerry-built dwellings in urban districts.  

(xi) Equal inheritance rights for children born in and out of wedlock.  

(xii) Concentration of all means of transportation in the hands of the nation.  

It is impossible, of course, to carry out all these measures at once. But one will always bring 

others in its wake. Once the first radical attack on private property has been launched, the 

proletariat will find itself forced to go ever further, to concentrate increasingly in the hands of the 

state all capital, all agriculture, all transport, all trade. All the foregoing measures are directed to 
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this end; and they will become practicable and feasible, capable of producing their centralizing 

effects to precisely the degree that the proletariat, through its labor, multiplies the country’s 

productive forces.  

Finally, when all capital, all production, all exchange have been brought together in the hands of 

the nation, private property will disappear of its own accord, money will become superfluous, 

and production will so expand and man so change that society will be able to slough off whatever 

of its old economic habits may remain.  

 

19. Will it be possible for this revolution to take place in one country alone? 

No. By creating the world market, big industry has already brought all the peoples of the Earth, 

and especially the civilized peoples, into such close relation with one another that none is 

independent of what happens to the others.  

Further, it has co-ordinated the social development of the civilized countries to such an extent 

that, in all of them, bourgeoisie and proletariat have become the decisive classes, and the struggle 

between them the great struggle of the day. It follows that the communist revolution will not 

merely be a national phenomenon but must take place simultaneously in all civilized countries – 

that is to say, at least in England, America, France, and Germany.  

It will develop in each of these countries more or less rapidly, according as one country or the 

other has a more developed industry, greater wealth, a more significant mass of productive forces. 

Hence, it will go slowest and will meet most obstacles in Germany, most rapidly and with the 

fewest difficulties in England. It will have a powerful impact on the other countries of the world, 

and will radically alter the course of development which they have followed up to now, while 

greatly stepping up its pace.  

It is a universal revolution and will, accordingly, have a universal range.  

 

20. What will be the consequences of the ultimate disappearance of private 

property? 

Society will take all forces of production and means of commerce, as well as the exchange and 

distribution of products, out of the hands of private capitalists and will manage them in 

accordance with a plan based on the availability of resources and the needs of the whole society. 

In this way, most important of all, the evil consequences which are now associated with the 

conduct of big industry will be abolished.  
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There will be no more crises; the expanded production, which for the present order of society is 

overproduction and hence a prevailing cause of misery, will then be insufficient and in need of 

being expanded much further. Instead of generating misery, overproduction will reach beyond the 

elementary requirements of society to assure the satisfaction of the needs of all; it will create new 

needs and, at the same time, the means of satisfying them. It will become the condition of, and 

the stimulus to, new progress, which will no longer throw the whole social order into confusion, 

as progress has always done in the past. Big industry, freed from the pressure of private property, 

will undergo such an expansion that what we now see will seem as petty in comparison as 

manufacture seems when put beside the big industry of our own day. This development of 

industry will make available to society a sufficient mass of products to satisfy the needs of 

everyone.  

The same will be true of agriculture, which also suffers from the pressure of private property and 

is held back by the division of privately owned land into small parcels. Here, existing 

improvements and scientific procedures will be put into practice, with a resulting leap forward 

which will assure to society all the products it needs.  

In this way, such an abundance of goods will be able to satisfy the needs of all its members.  

The division of society into different, mutually hostile classes will then become unnecessary. 

Indeed, it will be not only unnecessary but intolerable in the new social order. The existence of 

classes originated in the division of labor, and the division of labor, as it has been known up to 

the present, will completely disappear. For mechanical and chemical processes are not enough to 

bring industrial and agricultural production up to the level we have described; the capacities of 

the men who make use of these processes must undergo a corresponding development.  

Just as the peasants and manufacturing workers of the last century changed their whole way of 

life and became quite different people when they were drawn into big industry, in the same way, 

communal control over production by society as a whole, and the resulting new development, 

will both require an entirely different kind of human material.  

People will no longer be, as they are today, subordinated to a single branch of production, bound 

to it, exploited by it; they will no longer develop one of their faculties at the expense of all others; 

they will no longer know only one branch, or one branch of a single branch, of production as a 

whole. Even industry as it is today is finding such people less and less useful.  

Industry controlled by society as a whole, and operated according to a plan, presupposes well-

rounded human beings, their faculties developed in balanced fashion, able to see the system of 

production in its entirety.  
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The form of the division of labor which makes one a peasant, another a cobbler, a third a factory 

worker, a fourth a stock-market operator, has already been undermined by machinery and will 

completely disappear. Education will enable young people quickly to familiarize themselves with 

the whole system of production and to pass from one branch of production to another in response 

to the needs of society or their own inclinations. It will, therefore, free them from the one-sided 

character which the present-day division of labor impresses upon every individual. Communist 

society will, in this way, make it possible for its members to put their comprehensively developed 

faculties to full use. But, when this happens, classes will necessarily disappear. It follows that 

society organized on a communist basis is incompatible with the existence of classes on the one 

hand, and that the very building of such a society provides the means of abolishing class 

differences on the other.  

A corollary of this is that the difference between city and country is destined to disappear. The 

management of agriculture and industry by the same people rather than by two different classes 

of people is, if only for purely material reasons, a necessary condition of communist association. 

The dispersal of the agricultural population on the land, alongside the crowding of the industrial 

population into the great cities, is a condition which corresponds to an undeveloped state of both 

agriculture and industry and can already be felt as an obstacle to further development.  

The general co-operation of all members of society for the purpose of planned exploitation of the 

forces of production, the expansion of production to the point where it will satisfy the needs of 

all, the abolition of a situation in which the needs of some are satisfied at the expense of the needs 

of others, the complete liquidation of classes and their conflicts, the rounded development of the 

capacities of all members of society through the elimination of the present division of labor, 

through industrial education, through engaging in varying activities, through the participation by 

all in the enjoyments produced by all, through the combination of city and country – these are the 

main consequences of the abolition of private property.  

 

21. What will be the influence of communist society on the family? 

It will transform the relations between the sexes into a purely private matter which concerns only 

the persons involved and into which society has no occasion to intervene. It can do this since it 

does away with private property and educates children on a communal basis, and in this way 

removes the two bases of traditional marriage – the dependence rooted in private property, of the 

women on the man, and of the children on the parents.  

And here is the answer to the outcry of the highly moral philistines against the “community of 

women”. Community of women is a condition which belongs entirely to bourgeois society and 

which today finds its complete expression in prostitution. But prostitution is based on private 
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property and falls with it. Thus, communist society, instead of introducing community of women, 

in fact abolishes it.  

 

22. What will be the attitude of communism to existing nationalities? 

The nationalities of the peoples associating themselves in accordance with the principle of 

community will be compelled to mingle with each other as a result of this association and thereby 

to dissolve themselves, just as the various estate and class distinctions must disappear through the 

abolition of their basis, private property.  

 

23. What will be its attitude to existing religions? 

All religions so far have been the expression of historical stages of development of individual 

peoples or groups of peoples. But communism is the stage of historical development which makes 

all existing religions superfluous and brings about their disappearance 

 

24. How do communists differ from socialists? 

The so-called socialists are divided into three categories.  

 

[ Reactionary Socialists: ]  

The first category consists of adherents of a feudal and patriarchal society which has already been 

destroyed, and is still daily being destroyed, by big industry and world trade and their creation, 

bourgeois society. This category concludes, from the evils of existing society, that feudal and 

patriarchal society must be restored because it was free of such evils. In one way or another, all 

their proposals are directed to this end.  

This category of reactionary socialists, for all their seeming partisanship and their scalding tears 

for the misery of the proletariat, is nevertheless energetically opposed by the communists for the 

following reasons:  

(i) It strives for something which is entirely impossible.  

(ii) It seeks to establish the rule of the aristocracy, the guildmasters, the small producers, and their 

retinue of absolute or feudal monarchs, officials, soldiers, and priests – a society which was, to 

be sure, free of the evils of present-day society but which brought it at least as many evils without 

even offering to the oppressed workers the prospect of liberation through a communist revolution.  
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(iii) As soon as the proletariat becomes revolutionary and communist, these reactionary socialists 

show their true colors by immediately making common cause with the bourgeoisie against the 

proletarians.  

 

[ Bourgeois Socialists: ]  

The second category consists of adherents of present-day society who have been frightened for 

its future by the evils to which it necessarily gives rise. What they want, therefore, is to maintain 

this society while getting rid of the evils which are an inherent part of it.  

To this end, some propose mere welfare measures – while others come forward with grandiose 

systems of reform which, under the pretense of re-organizing society, are in fact intended to 

preserve the foundations, and hence the life, of existing society.  

Communists must unremittingly struggle against these bourgeois socialists because they work for 

the enemies of communists and protect the society which communists aim to overthrow.  

 

[ Democratic Socialists: ]  

Finally, the third category consists of democratic socialists who favor some of the same measures 

the communists advocate, as described in Question 18, not as part of the transition to communism, 

however, but as measures which they believe will be sufficient to abolish the misery and evils of 

present-day society.  

These democratic socialists are either proletarians who are not yet sufficiently clear about the 

conditions of the liberation of their class, or they are representatives of the petty bourgeoisie, a 

class which, prior to the achievement of democracy and the socialist measures to which it gives 

rise, has many interests in common with the proletariat.  

It follows that, in moments of action, the communists will have to come to an understanding with 

these democratic socialists, and in general to follow as far as possible a common policy with them 

– provided that these socialists do not enter into the service of the ruling bourgeoisie and attack 

the communists.  

It is clear that this form of co-operation in action does not exclude the discussion of differences.  
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25. What is the attitude of the communists to the other political parties of our 

time? 

This attitude is different in the different countries.  

In England, France, and Belgium, where the bourgeoisie rules, the communists still have a 

common interest with the various democratic parties, an interest which is all the greater the more 

closely the socialistic measures they champion approach the aims of the communists – that is, the 

more clearly and definitely they represent the interests of the proletariat and the more they depend 

on the proletariat for support. In England, for example, the working-class Chartists are infinitely 

closer to the communists than the democratic petty bourgeoisie or the so-called Radicals.  

In America, where a democratic constitution has already been established, the communists must 

make the common cause with the party which will turn this constitution against the bourgeoisie 

and use it in the interests of the proletariat – that is, with the agrarian National Reformers.  

In Switzerland, the Radicals, though a very mixed party, are the only group with which the 

communists can co-operate, and, among these Radicals, the Vaudois and Genevese are the most 

advanced.  

In Germany, finally, the decisive struggle now on the order of the day is that between the 

bourgeoisie and the absolute monarchy. Since the communists cannot enter upon the decisive 

struggle between themselves and the bourgeoisie until the bourgeoisie is in power, it follows that 

it is in the interest of the communists to help the bourgeoisie to power as soon as possible in order 

the sooner to be able to overthrow it. Against the governments, therefore, the communists must 

continually support the radical liberal party, taking care to avoid the self-deceptions of the 

bourgeoisie and not fall for the enticing promises of benefits which a victory for the bourgeoisie 

would allegedly bring to the proletariat. The sole advantages which the proletariat would derive 

from a bourgeois victory would consist  

(i) in various concessions which would facilitate the unification of the proletariat into a closely 

knit, battle-worthy, and organized class; and  

(ii) in the certainly that, on the very day the absolute monarchies fall, the struggle between 

bourgeoisie and proletariat will start. From that day on, the policy of the communists will be the 

same as it now is in the countries where the bourgeoisie is already in power.  
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Comrades, according to the plan you have adopted and which has been conveyed to me, the 

subject of today’s talk is the state. I do not know how familiar you are already with this subject. 

If I am not mistaken your courses have only just begun and this is the first time you will be 

tackling this subject systematically. If that is so, then it may very well happen that in the first 

lecture on this difficult subject I may not succeed in making my exposition sufficiently clear and 

comprehensible to many of my listeners. And if this should prove to be the case, I would request 

you not to be perturbed by the fact, because the question of the state is a most complex and 

difficult one, perhaps one that more than any other has been confused by bourgeois scholars, 

writers and philosophers. It should not therefore be expected that a thorough understanding of 

this subject can be obtained from one brief talk, at a first sitting. After the first talk on this subject 

you should make a note of the passages which you have not understood or which are not clear to 

you, and return to them a second, a third and a fourth time, so that what you have not understood 

may be further supplemented and elucidated later, both by reading and by various lectures and 

talks. I hope that we may manage to meet once again and that we shall then be able to exchange 

opinions on all supplementary questions and see what has remained most unclear. I also hope that 

in addition to talks and lectures you Will devote some time to reading at least a few of the most 

important works of Marx and Engels. I have no doubt that these most important works are to be 

found in the lists of books and in the handbooks which are available in your library for the students 

of the Soviet and Party school; and although, again, some of you may at first be dismayed by the 

difficulty of the exposition, I must again warn you that you should not let this worry you; what is 

unclear at a first reading will become clear at a second reading, or when you subsequently 

approach the question from a somewhat different. angle. For I once more repeat that the question 

is so complex and has been so confused by bourgeois scholars and writers that anybody who 

desires to study it seriously and master it independently must attack it several times, return to it 

again and again and consider it from various angles in order to attain a clear, sound understanding 

of it. Because it is such a fundamental, such a basic question in all politics, and because not only 

in such stormy and revolutionary times as the present, but even in the most peaceful times, you 

will come across it every day in any newspaper in connection with any economic or political 

question it will be all the easier to return to it. Every day, in one context or another, you will be 

returning to the question: what is the state, what is its nature, what is its significance and what is 

the attitude of our Party, the party that is fighting for the overthrow of capitalism, the Communist 

Party—what is its attitude to the state? And the chief thing is that you should acquire, as a result 
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of your reading, as a result of the talks and lectures you will hear on the state, the ability to 

approach this question independently, since you will be meeting with it on the most diverse 

occasions, in connection with the most trifling questions, in the most unexpected contexts and in 

discussions and disputes with opponents. Only when you learn to find your way about 

independently in this question may you consider yourself sufficiently confirmed in your 

convictions and able with sufficient success to defend them against anybody and at any time.  

After these brief remarks, I shall proceed to deal with the question itself—what is the state, how 

did it arise and fundamentally what attitude to the state should be displayed by the party of the 

working class, which is fighting for the complete overthrow of capitalism—the Communist 

Party?  

I have already said that you are not likely to find another question which has been so confused, 

deliberately and unwittingly, by representatives of bourgeois science, philosophy, jurisprudence, 

political economy and journalism, as the question of the state. To this day it is very often confused 

with religious questions; not only those professing religious doctrines (it is quite natural to expect 

it of them), but even people who consider themselves free from religious prejudice, very often 

confuse the specific question of the state with questions of religion and endeavour to build up a 

doctrine—very often a complex one, with an ideological, philosophical approach and 

argumentation—which claims that the state is something divine, something supernatural, that it 

is a certain force by virtue of which mankind has lived, that it is a force of divine origin which 

confers on people, or can confer on people, or which brings with it something that is not of man, 

but is given him from without. And it must be said that this doctrine is so closely bound up with 

the interests of the exploiting classes—the landowners and the capitalists—so serves their 

interests, has so deeply permeated all the customs, views and science of the gentlemen who 

represent the bourgeoisie, that you will meet with vestiges of it on every hand, even in the view 

of the state held by the Mensheviks and Socialist-Revolutionaries, although they are convinced 

that they can regard the state with sober eyes and reject indignantly the suggestion that they are 

under the sway of religious prejudices. This question has been so confused and complicated 

because it affects the interests of the ruling classes more than any other question (yielding place 

in this respect only to the foundations of economic science). The doctrine of the state serves to 

justify social privilege, the existence of exploitation, the existence of capitalism—and that is why 

it would be the greatest mistake to expect impartiality on this question, to approach it in the belief 

that people who claim to be scientific can give you a purely scientific view on the subject. In the 

question of the state, in the doctrine of the state, in the theory of the state, when you have become 

familiar with it and have gone into it deeply enough, you will always discern the struggle between 

different classes, a struggle which is reflected or expressed in a conflict of views on the state, in 

the estimate of the role and significance of the state.  
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To approach this question as scientifically as possible we must cast at least a fleeting glance back 

on the history of the state, its emergence and development. The most reliable thing in a question 

of social science, and one that is most necessary in order really to acquire the habit of approaching 

this question correctly and not allowing oneself to get lost in the mass of detail or in the immense 

variety of conflicting opinion—the most important thing if one is to approach this question 

scientifically is not to forget the underlying historical connection, to examine every question from 

the standpoint of how the given phenomenon arose in history and what were the principal stages 

in its development, arid, from the standpoint of its development, to examine what it has become 

today. 

I hope that in studying this question of the state you will acquaint yourselves with Engels’s book 

The Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State. This is one of the fundamental works 

of modern socialism, every sentence of which can be accepted with confidence, in the assurance 

that it has not been said at random but is based on immense historical and political material. 

Undoubtedly, not all the parts of this work have been expounded in an equally popular and 

comprehensible way; some of them presume a reader who already possesses a certain knowledge 

of history and economics. But I again repeat that you should not be perturbed if on reading this 

work you do not understand it at once. Very few people do. But returning to it later, when your 

interest has been aroused, you will succeed —in understanding the greater part, if not the whole 

of it. I refer to this book because it gives the correct approach to the question in the sense 

mentioned. It begins with a historical sketch of the origin of the state. 

This question, like every other—for example, that of the origin of capitalism, the exploitation of 

man by man, socialism, how socialism arose, what conditions gave rise to it—can be approached 

soundly and confidently only if we cast a glance back on the history of its development as a 

whole. In connection with this problem it should first of all be noted that the state has not always 

existed. There was a time when there was no state. It appears wherever and whenever a division 

of society into classes appears, whenever exploiters and exploited appear. 

Before the first form of exploitation of man by man arose, the first form of division into classes—

slave-owners and slaves—there existed the patriarchal family, or, as it is sometimes called, the 

clan family. (Clan-tribe; at the time people of one kin lived together.) Fairly definite traces of 

these primitive times have survived in the life of many primitive peoples; and if you take any 

work whatsoever on primitive civilisation, you will always come across more or less definite 

descriptions, indications and recollections of the fact that there was a time, more or less similar—

to primitive communism, when the division of society into slave-owners and slaves did not exist. 

And in those times there was no state, no special apparatus for the systematic application of force 

and the subjugation of people by force. It is such an apparatus that is called the state. 
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In primitive society, when people lived in small family groups and were still at the lowest stages 

of development, in a condition approximating to savagery—an epoch from which modern, 

civilised human society is separated by several thousand years—there were yet no signs of t e 

existence of a state. We find the predominance of custom, authority, respect, the power enjoyed 

by the elders of the clan; we find this power sometimes accorded to women the position of women 

then was not like the downtrodden and oppressed condition of women today—but nowhere do 

we find a special category of people set apart to rule others and who, for the sake and purpose of 

rule, systematically and permanently have at their disposal a certain apparatus of coercion, an 

apparatus of violence, such as is represented at the present time, as you all realise, by armed 

contingents of troops, prisons and other means of subjugating the will of others by force—all that 

which constitutes the essence of the state. 

If we get away from what are known as religious teachings, from the subtleties, philosophical 

arguments and various opinions advanced by bourgeois scholars, if we get away from these and 

try to get at the real core of the matter, we shall find that the state really does amount to such an 

apparatus of rule which stands outside society as a whole. When there appears such a special 

group of men occupied solely with government, and who in order to rule need a special apparatus 

of coercion to subjugate the will of others by force—prisons, special contingents of men, armies, 

etc.—then there appears the state. 

But there was a time when there was no state, when general ties, the community itself, discipline 

and the ordering of work were maintained by force of custom and tradition, by the authority or 

the respect enjoyed by the elders of the clan or by women—who in those times not only frequently 

enjoyed a status equal to that of men, but not infrequently enjoyed an even higher status—and 

when there was no special category of persons who were specialists in ruling. History shows that 

the state as a special apparatus for coercing people arose wherever and whenever there appeared 

a division of society into classes, that is, a division into groups of people some of which were 

permanently in a position to appropriate the labour of others, where some people exploited others.  

And this division of society into classes must always be clearly borne in mind as a fundamental 

fact of history. The development of all human societies for thousands of years, in all countries 

without exception, reveals a general conformity to law, a regularity and consistency; so that at 

first we had a society without classes—the original patriarchal, primitive society, in which there 

were no aristocrats; then we had a society based on slavery—a slaveowning society. The whole 

of modern, civilised Europe has passed through this stage—slavery ruled supreme two thousand 

years ago. The vast majority of peoples of the other parts of the world also passed through this 

stage. Traces of slavery survive to this day among the less developed peoples; you will find the 

institution of slavery in Africa, for example, at the present time. The division into slaveowners 

and slaves was the first important class division. The former group not only owned all the means 
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of production—the land and the implements, however poor and primitive they may have been in 

those times—but also owned people. This group was known as slave-owners, while those who 

laboured and supplied labour for others were known as slaves. 

This form was followed in history by another—feudalism. In the great majority of countries 

slavery in the course of its development evolved into serfdom. The fundamental division of 

society was now into feudal lords and peasant serfs. The form of relations between people 

changed. The slave-owners had regarded the slaves as their property; the law had confirmed this 

view and regarded the slave as a chattel completely owned by the slave-owner. As far as the 

peasant serf was concerned, class oppression and dependence remained, but it was not considered 

that the feudal lord owned the peasants as chattels, but that he was only entitled to their labour, 

to the obligatory performance of certain services. In practice, as you know, serfdom, especially 

in Russia where it survived longest of all and assumed the crudest forms, in no way differed from 

slavery. 

Further, with the development of trade, the appearance of the world market and the development 

of money circulation, a new class arose within feudal society—the capitalist class. From the 

commodity, the exchange of commodities and the rise of the power of money, there derived the 

power of capital. During the eighteenth century, or rather, from the end of the eighteenth century 

and during the nineteenth century, revolutions took place all over the world. Feudalism was 

abolished in all the countries of Western Europe. Russia was the last country in which this took 

place. In 1861 a radical change took place in Russia as well; as a consequence of this one form 

of society was replaced by another—feudalism was replaced by capitalism, under which division 

into classes remained, as well as various traces and remnants of serfdom, but fundamentally the 

division into classes assumed a different form. 

The owners of capital, the owners of the land and the owners of the factories in all capitalist 

countries constituted and still constitute an insignificant minority of the population who have 

complete command of the labour of the whole people, and, consequently, command, oppress and 

exploit the whole mass of labourers, the majority of whom are proletarians, wage-workers, who 

procure their livelihood in the process of production only by the sale of their own worker’s hands, 

their labour-power. With the transition to capitalism, the peasants, who had been disunited and 

downtrodden in feudal times, were converted partly (the majority) into proletarians, and partly 

(the minority) into wealthy peasants who themselves hired labourers and who constituted a rural 

bourgeoisie. 

This fundamental fact—the transition of society from primitive forms of slavery to serfdom and 

finally to capitalism—you must always bear in mind, for only by remembering this fundamental 

fact, only by examining all political doctrines placed in this fundamental scheme, will you be able 
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properly to appraise these doctrines and understand what they refer to; for each of these great 

periods in the history of mankind, slave-owning, feudal and capitalist, embraces scores and 

hundreds of centuries and presents such a mass of political forms, such a variety of political 

doctrines, opinions and revolutions, that this extreme diversity and immense variety (especially 

in connection with the political, philosophical and other doctrines of bourgeois scholars and 

politicians) can be understood only by firmly holding, as to a guiding thread, to this division of 

society into classes, this change in the forms of class rule, and from this standpoint examining all 

social questions—economic, political, spiritual, religious, etc. 

If you examine the state from the standpoint of this fundamental division, you will find that before 

the division of society into classes, as I have already said, no state existed. But as the social 

division into classes arose and took firm root, as class society arose, the state also arose and took 

firm root. The history of mankind knows scores and hundreds of countries that have passed or are 

still passing through slavery, feudalism and capitalism. In each of these countries, despite the 

immense historical changes that have taken place, despite all the political vicissitudes and all the 

revolutions due to this development of mankind, to the transition from slavery through feudalism 

to capitalism and to the present world-wide struggle against capitalism, you will always discern 

the emergence of the state. It has always been a certain apparatus which stood outside society and 

consisted of a group of people engaged solely, or almost solely, or mainly, in ruling. People are 

divided into the ruled, and into specialists in ruling, those who rise above society and are called 

rulers, statesmen. This apparatus, this group of people who rule others, always possesses certain 

means of coercion, of physical force, irrespective of whether this violence over people is 

expressed in the primitive club, or in more perfected types of weapons in the epoch of slavery, or 

in the firearms which appeared in the Middle Ages, or, finally, in modern weapons, which in the 

twentieth century are technical marvels and are based entirely on the latest achievements of 

modern technology. The methods of violence changed, but whenever there was a state there 

existed in every society a group of persons who ruled, who commanded, who dominated and who 

in order to maintain their power possessed an apparatus of physical coercion, an apparatus of 

violence, with those weapons which corresponded to the technical level of the given epoch. And 

by examining these general phenomena, by asking ourselves why no state existed when there 

were no classes, when there were no exploiters and exploited, and why it appeared when classes 

appeared—only in this way shall we find a definite answer to the question of what is the nature 

and significance of the state.  

The state is a machine for maintaining the rule of one class over another. When there were no 

classes in society, when, before the epoch of slavery, people laboured in primitive conditions of 

greater equality, in conditions when the productivity of labour was still at its lowest, and when 

primitive man could barely procure the wherewithal for the crudest and most primitive existence, 
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a special group of people whose function is to rule and to dominate the rest of society, had not 

and could not yet have emerged. Only when the first form of the division of society into classes 

appeared, only when slavery appeared, when a certain class of people, by concentrating on the 

crudest forms of agricultural labour, could produce a certain surplus, when this surplus was not 

absolutely essential for the most wretched existence of the slave and passed into the hands of the 

slave-owner, when in this way the existence of this class of slave-owners was secure—then in 

order that it might take firm root it was necessary for a state to appear. 

And it did appear—the slave-owning state, an apparatus which gave the slave-owners power and 

enabled them to rule over the slaves. Both society and the state were then on a much smaller scale 

than they are now, they possessed incomparably poorer means of communication—the modern 

means of communication did not then exist. Mountains, rivers and seas were immeasurably 

greater obstacles than they are now, and the state took shape within far narrower geographical 

boundaries. A technically weak state apparatus served a state confined within relatively narrow 

boundaries and with a narrow range of action. Nevertheless,. there did exist an apparatus which 

compelled the slaves to remain in slavery, which kept one part of society subjugated to and 

oppressed by another. It is impossible to compel the greater part of society to work systematically 

for the other part of society without a permanent apparatus of coercion. So long as there were no 

classes, there was no apparatus of this sort. When classes appeared, everywhere and always, as 

the division grew and took firmer hold, there also appeared a special institution—the state. The 

forms of state were extremely varied. As early as the period of slavery we find diverse forms of 

the state in the countries that were the most advanced, cultured and civilised according to the 

standards of the time—for example, in ancient Greece and Rome which were based entirely on 

slavery. At that time there was already a difference between monarchy and republic, between 

aristocracy and democracy. A monarchy is the power of a single person, a republic is the absence 

of any non-elected authority; an aristocracy is the power of a relatively small minority, a 

democracy is the power of the people (democracy in Greek literally means the power of the 

people). All these differences arose in the epoch of slavery. Despite these differences, the state of 

the slave-owning epoch was a slave-owning state, irrespective of whether it was a monarchy or a 

republic, aristocratic or democratic. 

In every course on the history of ancient times, in any lecture on this subject, you will hear about 

the struggle which was waged between the monarchical and republican states. But the 

fundamental fact is that the slaves were not regarded as human beings—not only were they not 

regarded as citizens, they were not even regarded as human beings. Roman law regarded them as 

chattels. The law of manslaughter, not to mention the other laws for the protection of the person, 

did not extend to slaves. It defended only the slaveowners, who were alone recognised as citizens 

with full rights. But whether a monarchy was instituted or a republic, it was a monarchy of the 
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slave-owners or a republic of the slave-owners. All rights were enjoyed by the slave-owners, 

while the slave was a chattel in the eyes of the law; and not only could any sort of violence be 

perpetrated against a slave, but even the killing of a slave was not considered a crime. Slave-

owning republics differed in their internal organisation, there were aristocratic republics and 

democratic republics. In an aristocratic republic only a small number of privileged persons took 

part in the elections; in a democratic republic everybody took part but everybody meant only the 

slave-owners, that is, everybody except the slaves. This fundamental fact must be borne in mind, 

because it throws more light than any other on the question of the state and clearly demonstrates 

the nature of the state.  

The state is a machine for the oppression of one class by another, a machine for holding in 

obedience to one class other, subordinated classes. There are various forms of this machine. The 

slave-owning state could be a monarchy, an aristocratic republic or even a democratic republic. 

In fact the forms of government varied extremely, but their essence was always the same: the 

slaves enjoyed no rights and constituted an oppressed class; they were not regarded as human 

beings. We find the same thing in the feudal state.  

The change in the form of exploitation transformed the slave-owning state into the feudal state. 

This was of immense importance. In slave-owning society the slave enjoyed no rights whatever 

and was not regarded as a human being; in feudal society the peasant was bound to the soil. The 

chief distinguishing feature of serfdom was that the peasants (and at that time the peasants 

constituted the majority; the urban population was still very small) were considered bound to the 

land—this is the very basis of "serfdom". The peasant might work a definite number of days for 

himself on the plot assigned to him by the landlord; on the other days the peasant serf worked for 

his lord. The essence of class society remained—society was based on class exploitation. Only 

the owners of the land could enjoy full rights; the peasants had no rights at all. In practice their 

condition differed very little from the condition of slaves in the slave-owning state. Nevertheless, 

a wider road was opened for their emancipation, for the emancipation of the peasants, since the 

peasant serf was not regarded as the direct property of the lord. He could work part of his time on 

his own plot, could, so to speak, belong to himself to some extent; and with the wider 

opportunities for the development of exchange and trade relations the feudal system steadily 

disintegrated and the scope of emancipation of the peasantry steadily widened. Feudal society 

was always more complex than slave society. There was a greater development of trade and 

industry, which even in those days led to capitalism. In the Middle Ages feudalism predominated. 

And here too the forms of state varied, here too we find both the monarchy and the republic, 

although the latter was much more weakly expressed. But always the feudal lord was regarded as 

the only ruler. The peasant serfs were deprived of absolutely all political rights. 
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Neither under slavery nor under the feudal system could a small minority of people dominate 

over the vast majority without coercion. History is full of the constant attempts of the oppressed 

classes to throw off oppression. The history of slavery contains records of wars of emancipation 

from slavery which lasted for decades. Incidentally, the name "Spartacist" now adopted by the 

German Communists—the only German party which is really fighting against the yoke of 

capitalism—was adopted by them because Spartacus was one of the most prominent heroes of 

one of the greatest revolts of slaves, which took place about two thousand years ago. For many 

years the seemingly omnipotent Roman Empire, which rested entirely on slavery, experienced the 

shocks and blows of a widespread uprising of slaves who armed and united to form a vast army 

under the leadership of Spartacus. In the end they were defeated, captured and put to torture by 

the slave-owners. Such civil wars mark the whole history of the existence of class society. I have 

just mentioned an example of the greatest of these civil wars in the epoch of slavery. The whole 

epoch of feudalism is likewise marked by constant uprisings of the peasants. For example, in 

Germany in the Middle Ages the struggle between the two classes—the landlords and the serfs—

assumed wide proportions and was transformed into a civil war of the peasants against the 

landowners. You are all familiar with similar examples of repeated uprisings of the peasants 

against the feudal landowners in Russia. 

In order to maintain their rule and to preserve their power, the feudal lords had to have an 

apparatus by which they could unite under their subjugation a vast number of people and 

subordinate them to certain laws and regulations; and all these laws fundamentally amounted to 

one thing—the maintenance of the power of the lords over the peasant serfs. And this was the 

feudal state, which in Russia, for example, or in quite backward Asiatic countries (where 

feudalism prevails to this day) differed in form—it was either a republic or a monarchy. When 

the state was a monarchy, the rule of one person was recognised; when it was —a republic, the 

participation of the elected representatives of landowning society was in one degree or another 

recognised—this was in feudal society. Feudal society represented a division of classes under 

which the vast majority—the peasant serfs—were completely subjected to an insignificant 

minority—the owners of the land. 

The development of trade, the development of commodity exchange, led to the emergence of a 

new class—the capitalists. Capital took shape at the close of the Middle Ages, when, after the 

discovery of America, world trade developed enormously, when the quantity of precious metals 

increased, when silver and gold became the medium of exchange, when money circulation made 

it possible for individuals to possess tremendous wealth. Silver and gold were recognised as 

wealth all over the world. The economic power of the landowning class declined and the power 

of the new class—the representatives of capital—developed. The reconstruction of society was 

such that all citizens seemed to be equal, the old division into slave-owners and slaves 
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disappeared, all were regarded as equal before the law irrespective of what capital each owned; 

whether he owned land as private property, or was a poor man who owned nothing but his labour-

power—all were equal before the law. The law protects everybody equally; it protects the property 

of those who have it from attack by the masses who, possessing no property, possessing nothing 

but their labour-power, grow steadily impoverished and ruined and become converted into 

proletarians. Such is capitalist society. 

I cannot dwell on it in detail. You will return to this when you come to discuss the Programme of 

the Party you will then hear a description of capitalist society. This society advanced against 

serfdom, against the old feudal system, under the slogan of liberty. But it was liberty for those 

who owned property. And when feudalism was shattered, which occurred at the end of the 

eighteenth century and the beginning of the nineteenth century—in Russia it occurred later than 

in other countries, in 1861—the feudal state was then superseded by the capitalist state, which 

proclaims liberty for the whole people as its slogan, which declares that it expresses the will of 

the whole people and denies that it is a class state. And here there developed a struggle between 

the socialists, who are fighting for the liberty of the whole people, and the capitalist state—a 

struggle which has led to the creation of the Soviet Socialist Republic and which is spreading all 

over the world. 

To understand the struggle that has been started against world capital, to understand the nature of 

the capitalist state, we must remember that when the capitalist state advanced against the feudal 

state it entered the fight under the slogan of liberty. The abolition of feudalism meant liberty for 

the representatives of the capitalist state and served their purpose, inasmuch as serfdom was 

breaking down and the peasants had acquired the opportunity of owning as their full property the 

land which they had purchased for compensation or in part by quit-rent—this did not concern the 

state: it protected property irrespective of its origin, because the state was founded on private 

property. The peasants became private owners in all the modern, civilised states. Even when the 

landowner surrendered part of his land to the peasant, the state protected private property, 

rewarding the landowner by compensation, by letting him take money for the land. The state as 

it were declared that it would fully preserve private property, and the state accorded it every 

support and protection. The state recognised the property rights of every merchant, industrialist 

and manufacturer. And this society, based on private property, on the power of capital, on the 

complete subjection of the propertyless workers and labouring masses of the peasantry, 

proclaimed that its rule was based on liberty. Combating feudalism, it proclaimed freedom of 

property and was particularly proud of the fact that the state had ceased, supposedly, to be a class 

state. 

Yet the state continued to be a machine which helped the capitalists to hold the poor peasants and 

the working class in subjection. But in outward appearance it was free. It proclaimed universal 
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suffrage, and declared through its champions, preachers, scholars and philosophers, that it was 

not a class state. Even now, when the Soviet Socialist Republics have begun to fight the state, 

they accuse us of violating liberty, of building a state based on coercion, on the suppression of 

some by others, whereas they represent a popular, democratic state. And now, when the world 

socialist revolution has begun, and when the revolution has succeeded in some countries, when 

the fight against world capital has grown particularly acute, this question of the state has acquired 

the greatest importance and has become, one might say, the most burning one, the focus of all 

present-day political questions and political disputes. 

Whichever party we take in Russia or in any of the more civilised countries, we find that nearly 

all political disputes, disagreements and opinions now centre around the conception of the state. 

Is the state in a capitalist country, in a democratic republic—especially one like Switzerland or 

the U.S.A.—in the freest democratic republics, an expression of the popular will, the sum total of 

the general decision of the people, the expression of the national will, and so forth; or is the state 

a machine that enables the capitalists of those countries to maintain their power over the working 

class and the peasantry? That is the fundamental question around which all political disputes all 

over the world now centre. What do they say about Bolshevism? The bourgeois press abuses the 

Bolsheviks. You will not find a single newspaper that does not repeat the hackneyed accusation 

that the Bolsheviks violate popular rule. If our Mensheviks and Socialist-Revolutionaries in their 

simplicity of heart (perhaps it is not simplicity, or perhaps it is the simplicity which the proverb 

says is worse than robbery) think that they discovered and invented the accusation that the 

Bolsheviks have violated liberty and popular rule, they are ludicrously mistaken. Today every one 

of the richest newspapers in the richest countries, which spend tens of millions on their 

distribution and disseminate bourgeois lies and imperialist policy in tens of millions of copies—

every one of these newspapers repeats these basic arguments and accusations against Bolshevism, 

namely, that the U.S.A., Britain and Switzerland are advanced states based on popular rule, 

whereas the Bolshevik republic is a state of bandits in which liberty is unknown, and that the 

Bolsheviks have violated the idea of popular rule and have even gone so far as to disperse the 

Constituent Assembly. These terrible accusations against the Bolsheviks are repeated all over the 

world. These accusations lead us directly to the question—what is the state? In order to 

understand these accusations, in order to study them and have a fully intelligent attitude towards 

them, and not to examine them on hearsay but with a firm opinion of our own, we must have a 

clear idea of what the state is. We have before us capitalist states of every kind and all the theories 

in defence of them which were created before the war. In order to answer the question properly 

we must critically examine all these theories and views.  

I have already advised you to turn for help to Engels’s book The Origin of the Family, Private 

Property and the State. This book says that every state in which private ownership of the land and 
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means of production exists, in which capital dominates, however democratic it may be, is a 

capitalist state, a machine used by the capitalists to keep the working class and the poor peasants 

in subjection; .while universal suffrage, a Constituent Assembly, a parliament are merely a form, 

a sort of promissory note, which does not change the real state of affairs. 

The forms of domination of the state may vary: capital manifests its power in one way where one 

form exists, and in another way where another form exists—but essentially the power is in the 

hands of capital, whether there are voting qualifications or some other rights or not, or whether 

the republic is a democratic one or not—in fact, the more democratic it is the cruder and more 

cynical is the rule of capitalism. One of the most democratic republics in the world is the United 

States of America, yet nowhere (and those who have been there since 1905 probably know it) is 

the power of capital, the power of a handful of multimillionaires over the whole of society, so 

crude and so openly corrupt as in America. Once capital exists, it dominates the whole of society, 

and no democratic republic, no franchise can change its nature. 

The democratic republic and universal suffrage were an immense progressive advance as 

compared with feudalism; they have enabled the proletariat to achieve its present unity and 

solidarity, to form those firm and disciplined ranks which are waging a systematic struggle against 

capital. There was nothing even approximately resembling this among the peasant serfs, not to 

speak of the slaves. The slaves, as we know, revolted, rioted, started civil wars, but they could 

never create a class-conscious majority and parties to lead the struggle, they could not clearly 

realise what their aims were, and even in the most revolutionary moments of history they were 

always pawns in the hands of the ruling classes. The bourgeois republic, parliament, universal 

suffrage—all represent great progress from the standpoint of the world development of society. 

Mankind moved towards capitalism, and it was capitalism alone which, thanks to urban culture, 

enabled the oppressed proletarian class to become conscious of itself and to create the world 

working-class movement, the millions of workers organised all over the world in parties—the 

socialist parties which are consciously leading the struggle of the masses. Without 

parliamentarism, without an electoral system, this development of the working class would have 

been impossible. That is why all these things have acquired such great importance in the eyes of 

the broad masses of people. That is why a radical change seems to be so difficult. It is not only 

the conscious hypocrites, scientists and priests that uphold and defend the bourgeois lie that the 

state is free and that it is its mission to defend the interests of all; so also do a large number of 

people who sincerely adhere to the old prejudices and who cannot understand the transition from 

the old, capitalist society to socialism. Not only people who are directly dependent on the 

bourgeoisie, not only those who live under the yoke of capital or who have been bribed by capital 

(there are a large number of all sorts of scientists, artists, priests, etc. , in the service of capital), 

but even people who are simply under the sway of the prejudice of bourgeois liberty, have taken 
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up arms against Bolshevism all over the world because when the Soviet Republic was founded it 

rejected these bourgeois lies and openly declared: you say your state is free, whereas in reality, 

as long as there is private property, your state, even if it is a democratic republic, is nothing but a 

machine used by the capitalists to suppress the workers, and the freer the state, the more clearly 

is this expressed. Examples of this are Switzerland in Europe and the United States in America. 

Nowhere does capital rule so cynically and ruthlessly, and nowhere is it so clearly apparent, as in 

these countries, although they are democratic republics, no matter how prettily they are painted 

and notwithstanding all the talk about labour democracy and the equality of all citizens. The fact 

is that in Switzerland and the United States capital dominates, and every attempt of the workers 

to achieve the slightest real improvement in their condition is immediately met by civil war. There 

are fewer soldiers, a smaller standing army, in these countries—Switzerland has a militia and 

every Swiss has a gun at home, while in America there was no standing army until quite recently 

and so when there is a strike the bourgeoisie arms, hires soldiery and suppresses the strike; and 

nowhere is this suppression of the working-class movement accompanied by such ruthless 

severity as in Switzerland and the U.S.A. , and nowhere does the influence of capital in parliament 

manifest itself as powerfully as in these countries. The power of capital is everything, the stock 

exchange is everything, while parliament and elections are marionettes, puppets.... But the eyes 

of the workers are being opened more and more, and the idea of Soviet government is spreading 

farther and farther afield, especially after the bloody carnage we have just experienced. The 

necessity for a relentless war on the capitalists is becoming clearer and clearer to the working 

class. 

Whatever guise a republic may assume, however democratic it may be, if it is a bourgeois 

republic, if it retains private ownership of the land and factories, and if private capital keeps the 

whole of society in wage-slavery, that is, if the republic does not carry out what is proclaimed in 

the Programme of our Party and in the Soviet Constitution, then this state is a machine for the 

suppression of some people by others. And we shall place this machine in the hands of the class 

that is to overthrow the power of capital. We shall reject all the old prejudices about the state 

meaning universal equality—for that is a fraud: as long as there is exploitation there cannot be 

equality. The landowner cannot be the equal of the worker, or the hungry man the equal of the 

full man. This machine called the state, before which people bowed in superstitious awe, 

believing the old tales that it means popular rule, tales which the proletariat declares to be a 

bourgeois lie—this machine the proletariat will smash. So far we have deprived the capitalists of 

this machine and have taken it over. We shall use this machine, or bludgeon, to destroy all 

exploitation. And when the possibility of exploitation no longer exists anywhere in the world, 

when there are no longer owners of land and owners of factories, and when there is no longer a 

situation in which some gorge while others starve, only when the possibility of this no longer 

exists shall we consign this machine to the scrap-heap. Then there will be no state and no 
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exploitation. Such is the view of our Communist Party. I hope that we shall return to this subject 

in subsequent lectures, return to it again and again.  

 

  



The Three Sources and Three Components of Marxism 

V. I. Lenin 

March 1913 

This article was published in 1913 in Prosveshcheniye No. 3, dedicated to the Thirtieth 

Anniversary of Marx’s death. 

Prosveshcheniye (Enlightenment) was a Bolshevik social, political and literary monthly 

published legally in St. Petersburg from December 1911 onwards. Its inauguration was proposed 

by Lenin to replace the Bolshevik journal Mysl (Thought), a Moscow publication banned by the 

tsarist government. Lenin directed the work of the journal from abroad and wrote the following 

articles for it: “Fundamental Problems of the Election Campaign”, “Results of the Election”, 

“Critical Remarks on the National Question”, “The Right of Nations to Self-Determination”, and 

others. 

The journal was suppressed by the tsarist government in June 1914, on the eve of the First World 

War. Publication was resumed in the autumn of 1917 but only one double number appeared; this 

number contained two articles by Lenin: “Can the Bolsheviks Retain State Power?” and “A 

Review of the Party Programme”. 

 

Throughout the civilised world the teachings of Marx evoke the utmost hostility and hatred of all 

bourgeois science (both official and liberal), which regards Marxism as a kind of “pernicious 

sect”. And no other attitude is to be expected, for there can be no “impartial” social science in a 

society based on class struggle. In one way or another, all official and liberal science defends 

wage-slavery, whereas Marxism has declared relentless war on that slavery. To expect science to 

be impartial in a wage-slave society is as foolishly naïve as to expect impartiality from 

manufacturers on the question of whether workers’ wages ought not to be increased by decreasing 

the profits of capital. 

But this is not all. The history of philosophy and the history of social science show with perfect 

clarity that there is nothing resembling “sectarianism” in Marxism, in the sense of its being a 

hidebound, petrified doctrine, a doctrine which arose away from the high road of the development 

of world civilisation. On the contrary, the genius of Marx consists precisely in his having 

furnished answers to questions already raised by the foremost minds of mankind. His doctrine 

emerged as the direct and immediate continuation of the teachings of the greatest representatives 

of philosophy, political economy and socialism. 

The Marxist doctrine is omnipotent because it is true. It is comprehensive and harmonious, and 

provides men with an integral world outlook irreconcilable with any form of superstition, 
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reaction, or defence of bourgeois oppression. It is the legitimate successor to the best that man 

produced in the nineteenth century, as represented by German philosophy, English political 

economy and French socialism. 

It is these three sources of Marxism, which are also its component parts that we shall outline in 

brief. 

 

I 

The philosophy of Marxism is materialism. Throughout the modern history of Europe, and 

especially at the end of the eighteenth century in France, where a resolute struggle was conducted 

against every kind of medieval rubbish, against serfdom in institutions and ideas, materialism has 

proved to be the only philosophy that is consistent, true to all the teachings of natural science and 

hostile to superstition, cant and so forth. The enemies of democracy have, therefore, always 

exerted all their efforts to “refute”, under mine and defame materialism, and have advocated 

various forms of philosophical idealism, which always, in one way or another, amounts to the 

defence or support of religion. 

Marx and Engels defended philosophical materialism in the most determined manner and 

repeatedly explained how profoundly erroneous is every deviation from this basis. Their views 

are most clearly and fully expounded in the works of Engels, Ludwig Feuerbach and Anti-

Dühring, which, like the Communist Manifesto, are handbooks for every class-conscious worker. 

But Marx did not stop at eighteenth-century materialism: he developed philosophy to a higher 

level, he enriched it with the achievements of German classical philosophy, especially of Hegel’s 

system, which in its turn had led to the materialism of Feuerbach. The main achievement was 

dialectics, i.e., the doctrine of development in its fullest, deepest and most comprehensive form, 

the doctrine of the relativity of the human knowledge that provides us with a reflection of eternally 

developing matter. The latest discoveries of natural science—radium, electrons, the transmutation 

of elements—have been a remarkable confirmation of Marx’s dialectical materialism despite the 

teachings of the bourgeois philosophers with their “new” reversions to old and decadent idealism. 

Marx deepened and developed philosophical materialism to the full, and extended the cognition 

of nature to include the cognition of human society. His historical materialism was a great 

achievement in scientific thinking. The chaos and arbitrariness that had previously reigned in 

views on history and politics were replaced by a strikingly integral and harmonious scientific 

theory, which shows how, in consequence of the growth of productive forces, out of one system 

of social life another and higher system develops—how capitalism, for instance, grows out of 

feudalism.  
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Just as man’s knowledge reflects nature (i.e., developing matter), which exists independently of 

him, so man’s social knowledge (i.e., his various views and doctrines—philosophical, religious, 

political and so forth) reflects the economic system of society. Political institutions are a 

superstructure on the economic foundation. We see, for example, that the various political forms 

of the modern European states serve to strengthen the domination of the bourgeoisie over the 

proletariat.  

Marx’s philosophy is a consummate philosophical materialism which has provided mankind, and 

especially the working class, with powerful instruments of knowledge.  

 

II 

Having recognised that the economic system is the foundation on which the political 

superstructure is erected, Marx devoted his greatest attention to the study of this economic system. 

Marx’s principal work, Capital, is devoted to a study of the economic system of modern, i.e., 

capitalist, society.  

Classical political economy, before Marx, evolved in England, the most developed of the 

capitalist countries. Adam Smith and David Ricardo, by their investigations of the economic 

system, laid the foundations of the labour theory of value. Marx continued their work; he provided 

a proof of the theory and developed it consistently. He showed that the value of every commodity 

is determined by the quantity of socially necessary labour time spent on its production.  

Where the bourgeois economists saw a relation between things (the exchange of one commodity 

for another) Marx revealed a relation between people. The exchange of commodities expresses 

the connection between individual producers through the market. Money signifies that the 

connection is becoming closer and closer, inseparably uniting the entire economic life of the 

individual producers into one whole. Capital signifies a further development of this connection: 

man’s labour-power becomes a commodity. The wage-worker sells his labour-power to the owner 

of land, factories and instruments of labour. The worker spends one part of the day covering the 

cost of maintaining himself and his family (wages), while the other part of the day he works 

without remuneration, creating for the capitalist surplus-value, the source of profit, the source of 

the wealth of the capitalist class.  

The doctrine of surplus-value is the corner-stone of Marx’s economic theory.  

Capital, created by the labour of the worker, crushes the worker, ruining small proprietors and 

creating an army of unemployed. In industry, the victory of large-scale production is immediately 

apparent, but the same phenomenon is also to be observed in agriculture, where the superiority 

of large-scale capitalist agriculture is enhanced, the use of machinery increases and the peasant 
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economy, trapped by money-capital, declines and falls into ruin under the burden of its backward 

technique. The decline of small-scale production assumes different forms in agriculture, but the 

decline itself is an indisputable fact.  

By destroying small-scale production, capital leads to an increase in productivity of labour and 

to the creation of a monopoly position for the associations of big capitalists. Production itself 

becomes more and more social—hundreds of thousands and millions of workers become bound 

together in a regular economic organism—but the product of this collective labour is appropriated 

by a handful of capitalists. Anarchy of production, crises, the furious chase after markets and the 

insecurity of existence of the mass of the population are intensified.  

By increasing the dependence of the workers on capital, the capitalist system creates the great 

power of united labour.  

Marx traced the development of capitalism from embryonic commodity economy, from simple 

exchange, to its highest forms, to large-scale production.  

And the experience of all capitalist countries, old and new, year by year demonstrates clearly the 

truth of this Marxian doctrine to increasing numbers of workers.  

Capitalism has triumphed all over the world, but this triumph is only the prelude to the triumph 

of labour over capital.  

 

III 

When feudalism was overthrown and “free” capitalist society appeared in the world, it at once 

became apparent that this freedom meant a new system of oppression and exploitation of the 

working people. Various socialist doctrines immediately emerged as a reflection of and protest 

against this oppression. Early socialism, however, was utopian socialism. It criticised capitalist 

society, it condemned and damned it, it dreamed of its destruction, it had visions of a better order 

and endeavoured to convince the rich of the immorality of exploitation.  

But utopian socialism could not indicate the real solution. It could not explain the real nature of 

wage-slavery under capitalism, it could not reveal the laws of capitalist development, or show 

what social force is capable of becoming the creator of a new society.  

Meanwhile, the stormy revolutions which everywhere in Europe, and especially in France, 

accompanied the fall of feudalism, of serfdom, more and more clearly revealed the struggle of 

classes as the basis and the driving force of all development.  
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Not a single victory of political freedom over the feudal class was won except against desperate 

resistance. Not a single capitalist country evolved on a more or less free and democratic basis 

except by a life-and-death struggle between the various classes of capitalist society. 

The genius of Marx lies in his having been the first to deduce from this the lesson world history 

teaches and to apply that lesson consistently. The deduction he made is the doctrine of the class 

struggle.  

People always have been the foolish victims of deception and self-deception in politics, and they 

always will be until they have learnt to seek out the interests of some class or other behind all 

moral, religious, political and social phrases, declarations and promises. Champions of reforms 

and improvements will always be fooled by the defenders of the old order until they realise that 

every old institution, how ever barbarous and rotten it may appear to be, is kept going by the 

forces of certain ruling classes. And there is only one way of smashing the resistance of those 

classes, and that is to find, in the very society which surrounds us, the forces which can—and, 

owing to their social position, must—constitute the power capable of sweeping away the old and 

creating the new, and to enlighten and organise those forces for the struggle.  

Marx’s philosophical materialism alone has shown the proletariat the way out of the spiritual 

slavery in which all oppressed classes have hitherto languished. Marx’s economic theory alone 

has explained the true position of the proletariat in the general system of capitalism.  

Independent organisations of the proletariat are multi plying all over the world, from America to 

Japan and from Sweden to South Africa. The proletariat is becoming enlightened and educated 

by waging its class struggle; it is ridding itself of the prejudices of bourgeois society; it is rallying 

its ranks ever more closely and is learning to gauge the measure of its successes; it is steeling its 

forces and is growing irresistibly.  

  



Serve the People 

Mao Tse-tung 

September 8, 1944 

 

This speech was delivered by Comrade Mao Tse-tung at a memorial meeting for Comrade Chang 

Szu-teh, held by departments directly under the Central Committee of the Communist Party of 

China. 

 

Our Communist Party and the Eighth Route and New Fourth Armies led by our Party are 

battalions of the revolution. These battalions of ours are wholly dedicated to the liberation of the 

people and work entirely in the people's interests. Comrade Chang Szu-teh was in the ranks of 

these battalions.  

All men must die, but death can vary in its significance. The ancient Chinese writer Szuma Chien 

said, "Though death befalls all men alike, it may be weightier than Mount Tai or lighter than a 

feather." To die for the people is weightier than Mount Tai, but to work for the fascists and die for 

the exploiters and oppressors is lighter than a feather. Comrade Chang Szu-teh died for the people, 

and his death is indeed weightier than Mount Tai.  

If we have shortcomings, we are not afraid to have them pointed out and criticized, because we 

serve the people. Anyone, no matter who, may point out our shortcomings. If he is right, we will 

correct them. If what he proposes will benefit the people, we will act upon it. The idea of "better 

troops and simpler administration" was put forward by Mr. Li Ting-ming, who is not a 

Communist. He made a good suggestion which is of benefit to the people, and we have adopted 

it. If, in the interests of the people, we persist in doing what is right and correct what is wrong, 

our ranks will surely thrive.  

We hail from all corners of the country and have joined together for a common revolutionary 

objective. And we need the vast majority of the people with us on the road to this objective. Today, 

we already lead base areas with a population of 91 million, but this is not enough; to liberate the 

whole nation more are needed. In times of difficulty we must not lose sight of our achievements, 

must see the bright future and must pluck up our courage. The Chinese people are suffering; it is 

our duty to save them and we must exert ourselves in struggle. Wherever there is struggle there 

is sacrifice, and death is a common occurrence. But we have the interests of the people and the 

sufferings of the great majority at heart, and when we die for the people it is a worthy death. 

Nevertheless, we should do our best to avoid unnecessary sacrifices. Our cadres must show 
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concern for every soldier, and all people in the revolutionary ranks must care for each other, must 

love and help each other.  

From now on, when anyone in our ranks who has done some useful work dies, be he soldier or 

cook, we should have a funeral ceremony and a memorial meeting in his honour. This should 

become the rule. And it should be introduced among the people as well. When someone dies in a 

village, let a memorial meeting be held. In this way we express our mourning for the dead and 

unite all the people.  

  



Where do correct ideas come from? 

Mao Tse-tung 

May 1963 

This passage is from the “Draft Decision of the Central Committee of the Chinese Communist 

Party on Certain Problems in Our Present Rural Work”, which was drawn up under the direction 

of Comrade Mao Tse-tung. The passage was written by Comrade Mao Tse-tung himself. 

 

Where do correct ideas come from? Do they drop from the skies? No. Are they innate in the mind? 

No. They come from social practice, and from it alone; they come from three kinds of social 

practice, the struggle for production, the class struggle and scientific experiment. It is man’s social 

being that determines his thinking. Once the correct ideas characteristic of the advanced class are 

grasped by the masses, these ideas turn into a material force which changes society and changes 

the world. In their social practice, men engage in various kinds of struggle and gain rich 

experience, both from their successes and from their failures. Countless phenomena of the 

objective external world are reflected in a man’s brain through his five sense organs  —  the 

organs of sight, hearing, smell, taste and touch. At first, knowledge is perceptual. The leap to 

conceptual knowledge, i.e., to ideas, occurs when sufficient perceptual knowledge is 

accumulated. This is one process in cognition. It is the first stage in the whole process of 

cognition, the stage leading from objective matter to subjective consciousness from existence to 

ideas. Whether or not one’s consciousness or ideas (including theories, policies, plans or 

measures) do correctly reflect the laws of the objective external world is not yet proved at this 

stage, in which it is not yet possible to ascertain whether they are correct or not. Then comes the 

second stage in the process of cognition, the stage leading from consciousness back to matter, 

from ideas back to existence, in which the knowledge gained in the first stage is applied in social 

practice to ascertain whether the theories, policies, plans or measures meet with the anticipated 

success. Generally speaking, those that succeed are correct and those that fail are incorrect, and 

this is especially true of man’s struggle with nature. In social struggle, the forces representing the 

advanced class sometimes suffer defeat not because their ideas are incorrect ! but because, in the 

balance of forces engaged in struggle, they are not as powerful for the time being as the forces of 

reaction; they are therefore temporarily defeated, but they are bound to triumph sooner or later. 

Man’s knowledge makes another leap through the test of practice. This leap is more important 

than the previous one. For it is this leap alone that can prove the correctness or incorrectness of 

the first leap in cognition, i.e., of the ideas, theories, policies, plans or measures formulated in the 

course of reflecting the objective external world. There is no other way of testing truth. 

Furthermore, the one and only purpose of the proletariat in knowing the world is to change it. 
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Often, correct knowledge can be arrived at only after many repetitions of the process leading from 

matter to consciousness and then back to matter, that is, leading from practice to knowledge and 

then back to practice. Such is the Marxist theory of knowledge, the dialectical materialist theory 

of knowledge. Among our comrades there are many who do not yet understand this theory of 

knowledge. When asked the sources of their ideas, opinions, policies, methods, plans and 

conclusions, eloquent speeches and long articles they consider the questions strange and cannot 

answer it. Nor do they comprehend that matter, can be transformed into consciousness and 

consciousness into matter, although such leaps are phenomena of everyday life. It is therefore 

necessary to educate our comrades in the dialectical materialist theory of knowledge, so that they 

can orientate their thinking correctly, become good at investigation and study and at summing up 

experience, overcome difficulties, commit fewer mistakes, do their work better, and struggle hard 

so as to build China into a great and powerful socialist country and help the broad masses of the 

oppressed and exploited throughout the world in fulfillment of our great internationalist duty. 

  



Combat Liberalism 

Mao Tse-tung 

September 7, 1937 

 

We stand for active ideological struggle because it is the weapon for ensuring unity within the 

Party and the revolutionary organizations in the interest of our fight. Every Communist and 

revolutionary should take up this weapon.  

But liberalism rejects ideological struggle and stands for unprincipled peace, thus giving rise to a 

decadent, Philistine attitude and bringing about political degeneration in certain units and 

individuals in the Party and the revolutionary organizations.  

Liberalism manifests itself in various ways.  

To let things slide for the sake of peace and friendship when a person has clearly gone wrong, 

and refrain from principled argument because he is an old acquaintance, a fellow townsman, a 

schoolmate, a close friend, a loved one, an old colleague or old subordinate. Or to touch on the 

matter lightly instead of going into it thoroughly, so as to keep on good terms. The result is that 

both the organization and the individual are harmed. This is one type of liberalism.  

To indulge in irresponsible criticism in private instead of actively putting forward one's 

suggestions to the organization. To say nothing to people to their faces but to gossip behind their 

backs, or to say nothing at a meeting but to gossip afterwards. To show no regard at all for the 

principles of collective life but to follow one's own inclination. This is a second type.  

To let things drift if they do not affect one personally; to say as little as possible while knowing 

perfectly well what is wrong, to be worldly wise and play safe and seek only to avoid blame. This 

is a third type.  

Not to obey orders but to give pride of place to one's own opinions. To demand special 

consideration from the organization but to reject its discipline. This is a fourth type.  

To indulge in personal attacks, pick quarrels, vent personal spite or seek revenge instead of 

entering into an argument and struggling against incorrect views for the sake of unity or progress 

or getting the work done properly. This is a fifth type.  

To hear incorrect views without rebutting them and even to hear counter-revolutionary remarks 

without reporting them, but instead to take them calmly as if nothing had happened. This is a 

sixth type.  
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To be among the masses and fail to conduct propaganda and agitation or speak at meetings or 

conduct investigations and inquiries among them, and instead to be indifferent to them and show 

no concern for their well-being, forgetting that one is a Communist and behaving as if one were 

an ordinary non-Communist. This is a seventh type.  

To see someone harming the interests of the masses and yet not feel indignant, or dissuade or stop 

him or reason with him, but to allow him to continue. This is an eighth type.  

To work half-heartedly without a definite plan or direction; to work perfunctorily and muddle 

along--"So long as one remains a monk, one goes on tolling the bell." This is a ninth type.  

To regard oneself as having rendered great service to the revolution, to pride oneself on being a 

veteran, to disdain minor assignments while being quite unequal to major tasks, to be slipshod in 

work and slack in study. This is a tenth type.  

To be aware of one's own mistakes and yet make no attempt to correct them, taking a liberal 

attitude towards oneself. This is an eleventh type.  

We could name more. But these eleven are the principal types.  

They are all manifestations of liberalism.  

Liberalism is extremely harmful in a revolutionary collective. It is a corrosive which eats away 

unity, undermines cohesion, causes apathy and creates dissension. It robs the revolutionary ranks 

of compact organization and strict discipline, prevents policies from being carried through and 

alienates the Party organizations from the masses which the Party leads. It is an extremely bad 

tendency.  

Liberalism stems from petty-bourgeois selfishness, it places personal interests first and the 

interests of the revolution second, and this gives rise to ideological, political and organizational 

liberalism.  

People who are liberals look upon the principles of Marxism as abstract dogma. They approve of 

Marxism, but are not prepared to practice it or to practice it in full; they are not prepared to replace 

their liberalism by Marxism. These people have their Marxism, but they have their liberalism as 

well--they talk Marxism but practice liberalism; they apply Marxism to others but liberalism to 

themselves. They keep both kinds of goods in stock and find a use for each. This is how the minds 

of certain people work.  

Liberalism is a manifestation of opportunism and conflicts fundamentally with Marxism. It is 

negative and objectively has the effect of helping the enemy; that is why the enemy welcomes its 

preservation in our midst. Such being its nature, there should be no place for it in the ranks of the 

revolution.  
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We must use Marxism, which is positive in spirit, to overcome liberalism, which is negative. A 

Communist should have largeness of mind and he should be staunch and active, looking upon the 

interests of the revolution as his very life and subordinating his personal interests to those of the 

revolution; always and everywhere he should adhere to principle and wage a tireless struggle 

against all incorrect ideas and actions, so as to consolidate the collective life of the Party and 

strengthen the ties between the Party and the masses; he should be more concerned about the 

Party and the masses than about any private person, and more concerned about others than about 

himself. Only thus can he be considered a Communist.  

All loyal, honest, active and upright Communists must unite to oppose the liberal tendencies 

shown by certain people among us, and set them on the right path. This is one of the tasks on our 

ideological front.  

 

  



On Practice 

Mao Tse-tung 

July 1937 

 

On the Relation Between Knowledge and Practice, Between Knowing and Doing 

There used to be a number of comrades in our Party who were dogmatists and who for a long 

period rejected the experience of the Chinese revolution, denying the truth that "Marxism is not 

a dogma but a guide to action" and overawing people with words and phrases from Marxist 

works, torn out of context. There were also a number of comrades who were empiricists and who 

for a long period restricted themselves to their own fragmentary experience and did not 

understand the importance of theory for revolutionary practice or see the revolution as a whole, 

but worked blindly though industriously. The erroneous ideas of these two types of comrades, and 

particularly of the dogmatists, caused enormous losses to the Chinese revolution during 1931-

34, and yet the dogmatists cloaking themselves as Marxists, confused a great many comrades. 

"On Practice" was written in order to expose the subjectivist errors of dogmatism and empiricism 

in the Party, and especially the error of dogmatism, from the standpoint of the Marxist theory of 

knowledge. It was entitled "On Practice" because its stress was on exposing the dogmatist kind 

of subjectivism, which belittles practice. The ideas contained in this essay were presented by 

Comrade Mao Tse-tung in a lecture at the Anti-Japanese Military and Political College in Yenan. 

 

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.  

Above all, Marxists regard man's activity in production as the most fundamental practical 

activity, the determinant of all his other activities. Man's knowledge depends mainly on his 

activity in material production, through which he comes gradually to understand the 

phenomena, the properties and the laws of nature, and the relations between himself and nature; 

and through his activity in production he also gradually comes to understand, in varying 

degrees, certain relations that exist between man and man. None of this knowledge can be 

acquired apart from activity in production. In a classless society every person, as a member of 

society, joins in common effort with the other members, enters into definite relations of 

production with them and engages in production to meet man's material needs. In all class 

societies, the members of the different social classes also enter, in different ways, into definite 
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relations of production and engage in production to meet their material needs. This is the 

primary source from which human knowledge develops.  

Man's social practice is not confined to activity in production, but takes many other forms--class 

struggle, political life, scientific and artistic pursuits; in short, as a social being, man participates 

in all spheres of the practical life of society. Thus man, in varying degrees, comes to know the 

different relations between man and man, not only through his material life but also through his 

political and cultural life (both of which are intimately bound up with material life). Of these 

other types of social practice, class struggle in particular, in all its various forms, exerts a 

profound influence on the development of man's knowledge. In class society everyone lives as a 

member of a particular class, and every kind of thinking, without exception, is stamped with the 

brand of a class.  

Marxists hold that in human society activity in production develops step by step from a lower to 

a higher level and that consequently man's knowledge, whether of nature or of society, also 

develops step by step from a lower to a higher level, that is, from the shallower to the deeper, 

from the one-sided to the many-sided. For a very long period in history, men were necessarily 

confined to a one-sided understanding of the history of society because, for one thing, the bias 

of the exploiting classes always distorted history and, for another, the small scale of production 

limited man's outlook. It was not until the modern proletariat emerged along with immense 

forces of production (large-scale industry) that man was able to acquire a comprehensive, 

historical understanding of the development of society and turn this knowledge into a science, 

the science of Marxism.  

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 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 them correspond to the laws of the external world, and can 

thus turn failure into success; this is what is meant by "failure is the mother of success" and "a 

fall into the pit, a gain in your wit". The dialectical-materialist theory of knowledge places 

practice in the primary position, holding that human knowledge can in no way be separated 

from practice and repudiating all the erroneous theories which deny the importance of practice 

or separate knowledge from practice. Thus Lenin said, "Practice is higher than (theoretical) 

knowledge, for it has not only the dignity of universality, but also of immediate actuality." [1] 

The Marxist philosophy of dialectical materialism has two outstanding characteristics. One is its 

class nature: it openly avows that dialectical materialism is in the service of the proletariat. The 
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other is its practicality: it emphasizes the dependence of theory on practice, emphasizes that 

theory is based on practice and in turn serves practice. The truth of any knowledge or theory is 

determined not by subjective feelings, but by objective results in social practice. Only social 

practice can be the criterion of truth. The standpoint of practice is the primary and basic 

standpoint in the dialectical materialist theory of knowledge. [2]  

But how then does human knowledge arise from practice and in turn serve practice? This will 

become clear if we look at the process of development of knowledge.  

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 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 as yet form concepts, 

which are deeper, or draw logical conclusions.  

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. The expression in San Kuo Yen Yi, [3] 

"knit the brows and a stratagem comes to mind", or in everyday language, "let me think it over", 

refers to man's use of concepts in the brain to form judgements and inferences. This is the 

second stage of cognition. 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 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." This stage of conception, judgement and inference is the 

more important stage in the entire process of knowing a thing; it is the stage of rational 

knowledge. The real task of knowing is, through perception, to arrive at thought, to arrive step 

by step at the comprehension of the internal contradictions of objective things, of their laws and 
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of the internal relations between one process and another, that is, to arrive at logical knowledge. 

To repeat, logical knowledge differs from perceptual knowledge in that perceptual knowledge 

pertains to the separate aspects, the phenomena and the external relations of things, whereas 

logical knowledge takes a big stride forward to reach the totality, the essence and the internal 

relations of things and discloses the inner contradictions in the surrounding world. Therefore, 

logical knowledge is capable of grasping the development of the surrounding world in its 

totality, in the internal relations of all its aspects.  

This dialectical-materialist theory of the process of development of knowledge, basing itself on 

practice and proceeding from the shallower to the deeper, was never worked out by anybody 

before the rise of Marxism. Marxist materialism solved this problem correctly for the first time, 

pointing out both materialistically and dialectically the deepening movement of cognition, the 

movement by which man in society progresses from perceptual knowledge to logical 

knowledge in his complex, constantly recurring practice of production and class struggle. Lenin 

said, "The abstraction of matter, of a law of nature, the abstraction of value, etc., in short, all 

scientific (correct, serious, not absurd) abstractions reflect nature more deeply, truly and 

completely." [4] Marxism-Leninism holds that each of the two stages in the process of cognition 

has its own characteristics, with knowledge manifesting itself as perceptual at the lower stage 

and logical at the higher stage, but that both are stages in an integrated process of cognition. 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. Leaving aside 

their genius, the reason why Marx, Engels, Lenin and Stalin could work out their theories was 

mainly that they personally took part in the practice of the class struggle and the scientific 

experimentation of their time; lacking this condition, no genius could have succeeded. The 

saying, "without stepping outside his gate the scholar knows all the wide world's affairs", was 

mere empty talk in past times when technology was undeveloped. Even though this saying can 

be valid in the present age of developed technology, the people with real personal knowledge 

are those engaged in practice the wide world over. And it is only when these people have come 
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to "know" through their practice and when their knowledge has reached him through writing 

and technical media that the "scholar" can indirectly "know all the wide world's affairs". If you 

want to know a certain thing or a certain class of things directly, you must personally participate 

in the practical struggle to change reality, to change that thing or class of things, for only thus 

can you come into contact with them as phenomena; only through personal participation in the 

practical struggle to change reality can you uncover the essence of that thing or class of things 

and comprehend them. This is the path to knowledge which every man actually travels, though 

some people, deliberately distorting matters, argue to the contrary. The most ridiculous person 

in the world is the "know all" who picks up a smattering of hearsay knowledge and proclaims 

himself "the world's Number One authority"; this merely shows that he has not taken a proper 

measure of himself. Knowledge is a matter of science, and no dishonesty or conceit whatsoever 

is permissible. What is required is definitely the reverse--honesty and modesty. If you want 

knowledge, you must take part in the practice of changing reality. If you want to know the taste 

of a pear, you must change the pear by eating it yourself. If you want to know the structure and 

properties of the atom, you must make physical and chemical experiments to change the state of 

the atom. If you want to know the theory and methods of revolution, you must take part in 

revolution. All genuine knowledge originates in direct experience. But one cannot have direct 

experience of everything; as a matter of fact, most of our knowledge comes from indirect 

experience, for example, all knowledge from past times and foreign lands. To our ancestors and 

to foreigners, such knowledge was--or is--a matter of direct experience, and this knowledge is 

reliable if in the course of their direct experience the requirement of "scientific abstraction", 

spoken of by Lenin, was--or is--fulfilled and objective reality scientifically reflected, otherwise 

it is not reliable. Hence a man's knowledge consists only of two parts, that which comes from 

direct experience and that which comes from indirect experience. Moreover, what is indirect 

experience for me is direct experience for other people. Consequently, considered as a whole, 

knowledge of any kind is inseparable from direct experience. All knowledge originates in 

perception of the objective external world through man's physical sense organs. Anyone who 

denies such perception, denies direct experience, or denies personal participation in the practice 

that changes reality, is not a materialist. That is why the "know-all" is ridiculous. There is an old 

Chinese saying, "How can you catch tiger cubs without entering the tiger's lair?" This saying 

holds true for man's practice and it also holds true for the theory of knowledge. There can be no 

knowledge apart from practice.  

To make clear the dialectical-materialist movement of cognition arising on the basis of the 

practice which changes reality--to make clear the gradually deepening movement of cognition--

a few additional concrete examples are given below.  
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In its knowledge of capitalist society, the proletariat was only in the perceptual stage of 

cognition in the first period of its practice, the period of machine-smashing and spontaneous 

struggle; it knew only some of the aspects and the external relations of the phenomena of 

capitalism. The proletariat was then still a "class-in-itself". But when it reached the second 

period of its practice, the period of conscious and organized economic and political struggles, 

the proletariat was able to comprehend the essence of capitalist society, the relations of 

exploitation between social classes and its own historical task; and it was able to do so because 

of its own practice and because of its experience of prolonged struggle, which Marx and Engels 

scientifically summed up in all its variety to create the theory of Marxism for the education of 

the proletariat. It was then that the proletariat became a "class-for-itself".  

Similarly with the Chinese people's knowledge of imperialism. The first stage was one of 

superficial, perceptual knowledge, as shown in the indiscriminate anti-foreign struggles of the 

Movement of the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom, the Yi Ho Tuan Movement, and so on. It was 

only in the second stage that the Chinese people reached the stage of rational knowledge, saw 

the internal and external contradictions of imperialism and saw the essential truth that 

imperialism had allied itself with China's comprador and feudal classes to oppress and exploit 

the great masses of the Chinese people. This knowledge began about the time of the May 4th 

Movement of 1919.  

Next, let us consider war. If those who lead a war lack experience of war, then at the initial 

stage they will not understand the profound laws pertaining to the directing of a specific war 

(such as our Agrarian Revolutionary War of the past decade). At the initial stage they will 

merely experience a good deal of fighting and, what is more, suffer many defeats. But this 

experience (the experience of battles won and especially of battles lost) enables them to 

comprehend the inner thread of the whole war, namely, the laws of that specific war, to 

understand its strategy and tactics, and consequently to direct the war with confidence. If, at 

such a moment, the command is turned over to an inexperienced person, then he too will have 

to suffer a number of defeats (gain experience) before he can comprehend the true laws of the 

war.  

"I am not sure I can handle it." We often hear this remark when a comrade hesitates to accept an 

assignment. Why is he unsure of himself? Because he has no systematic understanding of the 

content and circumstances of the assignment, or because he has had little or no contact with 

such work, and so the laws governing it are beyond him. After a detailed analysis of the nature 

and circumstances of the assignment, he will feel more sure of himself and do it willingly. If he 

spends some time at the job and gains experience and if he is a person who is willing to look 

into matters with an open mind and not one who approaches problems subjectively, one-sidedly 

and superficially, then he can draw conclusions for himself as to how to go about the job and do 
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it with much more courage. Only those who are subjective, one-sided and superficial in their 

approach to problems will smugly issue orders or directives the moment they arrive on the 

scene, without considering the circumstances, without viewing things in their totality (their 

history and their present state as a whole) and without getting to the essence of things (their 

nature and the internal relations between one thing and another). Such people are bound to trip 

and fall.  

Thus it can be seen that the first step in the process of cognition is contact with the objects of 

the external world; this belongs to the stage of perception. The second step is to synthesize the 

data of perception by arranging and reconstructing them; this belongs to the stage of 

conception, judgement and inference. It is only when the data of perception are very rich (not 

fragmentary) and correspond to reality (are not illusory) that they can be the basis for forming 

correct concepts and theories.  

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, other wise 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.  

The second point is that knowledge needs to be deepened, that the perceptual stage of 

knowledge needs to be developed to the rational stage--this is the dialectics of the theory of 

knowledge. [5] 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 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 
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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.  

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 "rationalism" nor "empiricism" understands the historical or the dialectical 

nature of knowledge, and although each of these schools contains one aspect of the truth (here I 

am referring to materialist, not to idealist, rationalism and empiricism), both are wrong on the 

theory of knowledge as a whole. The dialectical-materialist movement of knowledge from the 

perceptual to the rational holds true for a minor process of cognition (for instance, knowing a 

single thing or task) as well as for a major process of cognition (for instance, knowing a whole 

society or a revolution).  

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." [6] 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. The active function of knowledge manifests itself not 

only in the active leap from perceptual to rational knowledge, but--and this is more important--

it must manifest itself in the leap from rational knowledge to revolutionary practice. The 

knowledge which grasps the laws of the world, must be redirected to the practice of changing 

the world, must be applied anew in the practice of production, in the practice of revolutionary 

class struggle and revolutionary national struggle and in the practice of scientific experiment. 
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This is the process of testing and developing theory, the continuation of the whole process of 

cognition. The problem of whether theory corresponds to objective reality is not, and cannot be, 

completely solved in the movement of knowledge from the perceptual to the rational, 

mentioned above. The only way to solve this problem completely is to redirect rational 

knowledge to social practice, apply theory to practice and see whether it can achieve the 

objectives one has in mind. Many theories of natural science are held to be true not only 

because they were so considered when natural scientists originated them, but because they have 

been verified in subsequent scientific practice. Similarly, Marxism-Leninism is held to be true 

not only because it was so considered when it was scientifically formulated by Marx, Engels, 

Lenin and Stalin but because it has been verified in the subsequent practice of revolutionary 

class struggle and revolutionary national struggle. Dialectical materialism is universally true 

because it is impossible for anyone to escape from its domain in his practice. The history of 

human knowledge tells us that the truth of many theories is incomplete and that this 

incompleteness is remedied through the test of practice. Many theories are erroneous and it is 

through the test of practice that their errors are corrected. That is why practice is the criterion of 

truth and why "the standpoint of life, of practice, should be first and fundamental in the theory 

of knowledge". [7] Stalin has well said, "Theory becomes purposeless if it is not connected with 

revolutionary practice, just as practice gropes in the dark if its path is not illumined by 

revolutionary theory." [8]  

When we get to this point, is the movement of knowledge completed? Our answer is: it is and 

yet it is not. When men in society throw themselves into the practice of changing a certain 

objective process (whether natural or social) at a certain stage of its development, they can, as a 

result of the reflection of the objective process in their brains and the exercise of their subjective 

activity, advance their knowledge from the perceptual to the rational, and create ideas, theories, 

plans or programmes which correspond in general to the laws of that objective process. They 

then apply these ideas, theories, plans or programmes in practice in the same objective process. 

And if they can realize the aims they have in mind, that is, if in that same process of practice 

they can translate, or on the whole translate, those previously formulated ideas, theories, plans 

or programmes into fact, then the movement of knowledge may be considered completed with 

regard to this particular process. In the process of changing nature, take for example the 

fulfilment of an engineering plan, the verification of a scientific hypothesis, the manufacture of 

an implement or the reaping of a crop; or in the process of changing society, take for example 

the victory of a strike, victory in a war or the fulfilment of an educational plan. All these may be 

considered the realization of aims one has in mind. But generally speaking, whether in the 

practice of changing nature or of changing society, men's original ideas, theories, plans or 

programmes are seldom realized without any alteration.  



On Practice 

57 

 

This is because people engaged in changing reality are usually subject to numerous limitations; 

they are limited not only by existing scientific and technological conditions but also by the 

development of the objective process itself and the degree to which this process has become 

manifest (the aspects and the essence of the objective process have not yet been fully revealed). 

In such a situation, ideas, theories, plans or programmes are usually altered partially and 

sometimes even wholly, because of the discovery of unforeseen circumstances in the course of 

practice. That is to say, it does happen that the original ideas, theories, plans or programmes fail 

to correspond with reality either in whole or in part and are wholly or partially incorrect. In 

many instances, failures have to be repeated many times before errors In knowledge can be 

corrected and correspondence with the laws of the objective process achieved, and consequently 

before the subjective can be transformed into the objective, or in other words, before the 

anticipated results can be achieved in practice. But when that point is reached, no matter how, 

the movement of human knowledge regarding a certain objective process at a certain stage of its 

development may be considered completed.  

However, so far as the progression of the process is concerned, the movement of human 

knowledge is not completed. Every process, whether in the realm of nature or of society, 

progresses and develops by reason of its internal contradiction and struggle, and the movement 

of human knowledge should also progress and develop along with it. As far as social 

movements are concerned, true revolutionary leaders must not only be good at correcting their 

ideas, theories, plans or programmes when errors are discovered, as has been indicated above; 

but when a certain objective process has already progressed and changed from one stage of 

development to another, they must also be good at making themselves and all their fellow-

revolutionaries progress and change in their subjective knowledge along with it, that IS to say, 

they must ensure that the proposed new revolutionary tasks and new working programmes 

correspond to the new changes in the situation. In a revolutionary period the situation changes 

very rapidly; if the knowledge of revolutionaries does not change rapidly in accordance with the 

changed situation, they will be unable to lead the revolution to victory.  

It often happens, however, that thinking lags behind reality; this is because man's cognition is 

limited by numerous social conditions. We are opposed to die-herds in the revolutionary ranks 

whose thinking fails to advance with changing objective circumstances and has manifested 

itself historically as Right opportunism. These people fail to see that the struggle of opposites 

has already pushed the objective process forward while their knowledge has stopped at the old 

stage. This is characteristic of the thinking of all die-herds. Their thinking is divorced from 

social practice, and they cannot march ahead to guide the chariot of society; they simply trail 

behind, grumbling that it goes too fast and trying to drag it back or turn it in the opposite 

direction.  
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We are also opposed to "Left" phrase-mongering. The thinking of "Leftists" outstrips a given 

stage of development of the objective process; some regard their fantasies as truth, while others 

strain to realize in the present an ideal which can only be realized in the future. They alienate 

themselves from the current practice of the majority of the people and from the realities of the 

day, and show themselves adventurist in their actions.  

Idealism and mechanical materialism, opportunism and adventurism, are all characterized by 

the breach between the subjective and the objective, by the separation of knowledge from 

practice. The Marxist-Leninist theory of knowledge, characterized as it is by scientific social 

practice, cannot but resolutely oppose these wrong ideologies. Marxists recognize that in the 

absolute and general process of development of the universe, the development of each particular 

process is relative, and that hence, in the endless flow of absolute truth, man's knowledge of a 

particular process at any given stage of development is only relative truth. The sum total of 

innumerable relative truths constitutes absolute truth. [9] The development of an objective 

process is full of contradictions and struggles, and so is the development of the movement of 

human knowledge. All the dialectical movements of the objective world can sooner or later be 

reflected in human knowledge. In social practice, the process of coming into being, developing 

and passing away is infinite, and so is the process of coming into being, developing and passing 

away in human knowledge. As man's practice which changes objective reality in accordance 

with given ideas, theories, plans or programmes, advances further and further, his knowledge of 

objective reality likewise becomes deeper and deeper. The movement of change in the world of 

objective reality is never-ending and so is man's cognition of truth through practice. Marxism-

Leninism has in no way exhausted truth but ceaselessly opens up roads to the knowledge of 

truth in the course of practice. Our conclusion is the concrete, historical unity of the subjective 

and the objective, of theory and practice, of knowing ant doing, and we are opposed to all 

erroneous ideologies, whether "Left" or Right, which depart from concrete history.  

In the present epoch of the development of society, the responsibility of correctly knowing and 

changing the world has been placed by history upon the shoulders of the proletariat and its 

party. This process, the practice of changing the world, which is determined in accordance with 

scientific knowledge, has already reached a historic moment in the world and in China, a great 

moment unprecedented in human history, that is, the moment for completely banishing darkness 

from the world and from China and for changing the world into a world of light such as never 

previously existed. The struggle of the proletariat and the revolutionary people to change the 

world comprises the fulfilment of the following tasks: to change the objective world and, at the 

same time, their own subjective world--to change their cognitive ability and change the 

relations between the subjective and the objective world. Such a change has already come about 

in one part of the globe, in the Soviet Union. There the people are pushing forward this process 



On Practice 

59 

 

of change. The people of China and the rest of the world either are going through, or will go 

through, such a process. And the objective world which is to be changed also includes all the 

opponents of change, who, in order to be changed, must go through a stage of compulsion 

before they can enter the stage of voluntary, conscious change. The epoch of world communism 

will be reached when all mankind voluntarily and consciously changes itself and the world.  

Discover the truth through practice, and again through practice verify and develop the truth. 

Start from perceptual knowledge and actively develop it into rational knowledge; then start 

from rational knowledge and actively guide revolutionary practice to change both the subjective 

and the objective world. Practice, knowledge, again practice, and again knowledge. This form 

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.  
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On Contradiction 

Mao Tse-tung 

August 1937 

This essay on philosophy was written by Comrade Mao Tse-tung after his essay "On Practice" 

and with the same object of overcoming the serious error of dogmatist thinking to be found in the 

Party at the time. Originally delivered as lectures at the Anti-Japanese Military and Political 

College in Yenan, it was revised by the author on its inclusion in his Selected Works. 

 

The law of contradiction in things, that is, the law of the unity of opposites, is the basic law of 

materialist dialectics. Lenin said, "Dialectics in the proper sense is the study of contradiction in 

the very essence of objects." [1] Lenin often called this law the essence of dialectics; he also called 

it the kernel of dialectics. [2] In studying this law, therefore, we cannot but touch upon a variety 

of questions, upon a number of philosophical problems. If we can become clear on all these 

problems, we shall arrive at a fundamental understanding of materialist dialectics. The problems 

are: the two world outlooks, the universality of contradiction, the particularity of contradiction, 

the principal contradiction and the principal aspect of a contradiction, the identity and struggle of 

the aspects of a contradiction, and the place of antagonism in contradiction.  

The criticism to which the idealism of the Deborin school has been subjected in Soviet 

philosophical circles in recent years has aroused great interest among us. Deborin's idealism has 

exerted a very bad influence in the Chinese Communist Party, and it cannot be said that the 

dogmatist thinking in our Party is unrelated to the approach of that school. Our present study of 

philosophy should therefore have the eradication of dogmatist thinking as its main objective.  

 

1. The Two World Outlooks 

Throughout the history of human knowledge, there have been two conceptions concerning the 

law of development of the universe, the metaphysical conception and the dialectical conception, 

which form two opposing world outlooks. Lenin said:  

The two basic (or two possible? or two historically observable?) conceptions of development 

(evolution) are: development as decrease and increase, as repetition, and development as a unity 

of opposites (the division of a unity into mutually exclusive opposites and their reciprocal 

relation). [3]  

Here Lenin was referring to these two different world outlooks.  
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In China another name for metaphysics is hsuan-hsueh. For a long period in history whether in 

China or in Europe, this way of thinking, which is part and parcel of the idealist world outlook, 

occupied a dominant position in human thought. In Europe, the materialism of the bourgeoisie in 

its early days was also metaphysical. As the social economy of many European countries 

advanced to the stage of highly developed capitalism, as the forces of production, the class 

struggle and the sciences developed to a level unprecedented in history, and as the industrial 

proletariat became the greatest motive force in historical development, there arose the Marxist 

world outlook of materialist dialectics. Then, in addition to open and barefaced reactionary 

idealism, vulgar evolutionism emerged among the bourgeoisie to oppose materialist dialectics.  

The metaphysical or vulgar evolutionist world outlook sees things as isolated, static and one-

sided. It regards all things in the universe, their forms and their species, as eternally isolated from 

one another and immutable. Such change as there is can only be an increase or decrease in 

quantity or a change of place. Moreover, the cause of such an increase or decrease or change of 

place is not inside things but outside them, that is, the motive force is external. Metaphysicians 

hold that all the different kinds of things in the universe and all their characteristics have been the 

same ever since they first came into being. All subsequent changes have simply been increases or 

decreases in quantity. They contend that a thing can only keep on repeating itself as the same kind 

of thing and cannot change into anything different. In their opinion, capitalist exploitation, 

capitalist competition, the individualist ideology of capitalist society, and so on, can all be found 

in ancient slave society, or even in primitive society, and will exist for ever unchanged. They 

ascribe the causes of social development to factors external to society, such as geography and 

climate. They search in an over-simplified way outside a thing for the causes of its development, 

and they deny the theory of materialist dialectics which holds that development arises from the 

contradictions inside a thing. Consequently they can explain neither the qualitative diversity of 

things, nor the phenomenon of one quality changing into another. In Europe, this mode of thinking 

existed as mechanical materialism in the 17th and 18th centuries and as vulgar evolutionism at 

the end of the 19th and the beginning of the 20th centuries. In China, there was the metaphysical 

thinking exemplified in the saying "Heaven changeth not, likewise the Tao changeth not", [4] and 

it was supported by the decadent feudal ruling classes for a long time. Mechanical materialism 

and vulgar evolutionism, which were imported from Europe in the last hundred years, are 

supported by the bourgeoisie.  

As opposed to the metaphysical world outlook, the world outlook of materialist dialectics holds 

that in order to understand the development of a thing we should study it internally and in its 

relations with other things; in other words, the development of things should be seen as their 

internal and necessary self-movement, while each thing in its movement is interrelated with and 

interacts on the things around it. The fundamental cause of the development of a thing is not 
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external but internal; it lies in the contradictoriness within the thing. There is internal 

contradiction in every single thing, hence its motion and development. Contradictoriness within 

a thing is the fundamental cause of its development, while its interrelations and interactions with 

other things are secondary causes. Thus materialist dialectics effectively combats the theory of 

external causes, or of an external motive force, advanced by metaphysical mechanical materialism 

and vulgar evolutionism. It is evident that purely external causes can only give rise to mechanical 

motion, that is, to changes in scale or quantity, but cannot explain why things differ qualitatively 

in thousands of ways and why one thing changes into another. As a matter of fact, even 

mechanical motion under external force occurs through the internal contradictoriness of things. 

Simple growth in plants and animals, their quantitative development, is likewise chiefly the result 

of their internal contradictions. Similarly, social development is due chiefly not to external but to 

internal causes. Countries with almost the same geographical and climatic conditions display 

great diversity and unevenness in their development. Moreover, great social changes may take 

place in one and the same country although its geography and climate remain unchanged. 

Imperialist Russia changed into the socialist Soviet Union, and feudal Japan, which had locked 

its doors against the world, changed into imperialist Japan, although no change occurred in the 

geography and climate of either country. Long dominated by feudalism, China has undergone 

great changes in the last hundred years and is now changing in the direction of a new China, 

liberated and-free, and yet no change has occurred in her geography and climate. Changes do take 

place in the geography and climate of the earth as a whole and in every part of it, but they are 

insignificant when compared with changes in society; geographical and climatic changes manifest 

themselves in terms of tens of thousands of years, while social changes manifest themselves in 

thousands, hundreds or tens of years, and even in a few years or months in times of revolution. 

According to materialist dialectics, changes in nature are due chiefly to the development of the 

internal contradictions in nature. Changes in society are due chiefly to the development of the 

internal contradictions in society, that is, the contradiction between the productive forces and the 

relations of production, the contradiction between classes and the contradiction between the old 

and the new; it is the development of these contradictions that pushes society forward and gives 

the impetus for the supersession of the old society by the new. Does materialist dialectics exclude 

external causes? Not at all. It holds that external causes are the condition of change and internal 

causes are the basis of change, and that external causes become operative through internal causes. 

In a suitable temperature an egg changes into a chicken, but no temperature can change a stone 

into a chicken, because each has a different basis. There is constant interaction between the 

peoples of different countries. In the era of capitalism, and especially in the era of imperialism 

and proletarian revolution, the interaction and mutual impact of different countries in the political, 

economic and cultural spheres are extremely great. The October Socialist Revolution ushered in 

a new epoch in world history as well as in Russian history. It exerted influence on internal changes 
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in the other countries in the world and, similarly and in a particularly profound way, on internal 

changes in China. These changes, however, were effected through the inner laws of development 

of these countries, China included. In battle, one army is victorious and the other is defeated, both 

the victory and the defeat are determined by internal causes. The one is victorious either because 

it is strong or because of its competent generalship, the other is vanquished either because it is 

weak or because of its incompetent generalship; it is through internal causes that external causes 

become operative. In China in 1927, the defeat of the proletariat by the big bourgeoisie came 

about through the opportunism then to be found within the Chinese proletariat itself (inside the 

Chinese Communist Party). When we liquidated this opportunism, the Chinese revolution 

resumed its advance. Later, the Chinese revolution again suffered severe setbacks at the hands of 

the enemy, because adventurism had risen within our Party. When we liquidated this adventurism, 

our cause advanced once again. Thus it can be seen that to lead the revolution to victory, a political 

party must depend on the correctness of its own political line and the solidity of its own 

organization.  

The dialectical world outlook emerged in ancient times both in China and in Europe. Ancient 

dialectics, however, had a somewhat spontaneous and naive character; in the social and historical 

conditions then prevailing, it was not yet able to form a theoretical system, hence it could not 

fully explain the world and was supplanted by metaphysics. The famous German philosopher 

Hegel, who lived in the late 18th and early 19th centuries, made most important contributions to 

dialectics, but his dialectics was idealist. It was not until Marx and Engels, the great protagonists 

of the proletarian movement, had synthesized the positive achievements in the history of human 

knowledge and, in particular, critically absorbed the rational elements of Hegelian dialectics and 

created the great theory of dialectical and historical materialism that an unprecedented revolution 

occurred in the history of human knowledge. This theory was further developed by Lenin and 

Stalin. As soon as it spread to China, it wrought tremendous changes in the world of Chinese 

thought.  

This dialectical world outlook teaches us primarily how to observe and analyse the movement of 

opposites in different things and, on the basis of such analysis, to indicate the methods for 

resolving contradictions. It is therefore most important for us to understand the law of 

contradiction in things in a concrete way.  

 

2. The Universality of Contradiction 

For convenience of exposition, I shall deal first with the universality of contradiction and then 

proceed to the particularity of contradiction. The reason is that the universality of contradiction 

can be explained more briefly, for it has been widely recognized ever since the materialist-
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dialectical world outlook was discovered and materialist dialectics applied with outstanding 

success to analysing many aspects of human history and natural history and to changing many 

aspects of society and nature (as in the Soviet Union) by the great creators and continuers of 

Marxism—Marx, Engels, Lenin and Stalin; whereas the particularity of contradiction is still not 

dearly understood by many comrades, and especially by the dogmatists. They do not understand 

that it is precisely in the particularity of contradiction that the universality of contradiction resides. 

Nor do they understand how important is the study of the particularity of contradiction in the 

concrete things confronting us for guiding the course of revolutionary practice. Therefore, it is 

necessary to stress the study of the particularity of contradiction and to explain it at adequate 

length. For this reason, in our analysis of the law of contradiction in things, we shall first analyse 

the universality of contradiction, then place special stress on analysing the particularity of 

contradiction, and finally return to the universality of contradiction.  

The universality or absoluteness of contradiction has a twofold meaning. One is that contradiction 

exists in the process of development of all things, and the other is that in the process of 

development of each thing a movement of opposites exists from beginning to end.  

Engels said, "Motion itself is a contradiction." [5] Lenin defined the law of the unity of opposites 

as "the recognition (discovery) of the contradictory, mutually exclusive, opposite tendencies in all 

phenomena and processes of nature (including mind and society)". [6] Are these ideas correct? 

Yes, they are. The interdependence of the contradictory aspects present in all things and the 

struggle between these aspects determine the life of all things and push their development 

forward. There is nothing that does not contain contradiction; without contradiction nothing 

would exist.  

Contradiction is the basis of the simple forms of motion (for instance, mechanical motion) and 

still more so of the complex forms of motion.  

Engels explained the universality of contradiction as follows:  

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.  
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... one of the basic principles of higher mathematics is the contradiction that in certain 

circumstances straight lines and curves may be the same....  

But even lower mathematics teems with contradictions. [7]  

Lenin illustrated the universality of contradiction as follows:  

In mathematics: + and - . Differential and integral.  

In mechanics: action and reaction.  

In physics: positive and negative electricity.  

In chemistry: the combination and dissociation of atoms.  

In social science: the class struggle. [8]  

In war, offence and defence, advance and retreat, victory and defeat are all mutually contradictory 

phenomena. One cannot exist without the other. The two aspects are at once in conflict and in 

interdependence, and this constitutes the totality of a war, pushes its development forward and 

solves its problems.  

Every difference in men's concepts should be regarded as reflecting an objective contradiction. 

Objective contradictions are reflected in subjective thinking, and this process constitutes the 

contradictory movement of concepts, pushes forward the development of thought, and ceaselessly 

solves problems in man's thinking.  

Opposition and struggle between ideas of different kinds constantly occur within the Party; this 

is a reflection within the Party of contradictions between classes and between the new and the old 

in society. If there were no contradictions in the Party and no ideological struggles to resolve 

them, the Party's life would come to an end.  

Thus it is already clear that contradiction exists universally and in all processes, whether in the 

simple or in the complex forms of motion, whether in objective phenomena or ideological 

phenomena. But does contradiction also exist at the initial stage of each process?  

Is there a movement of opposites from beginning to end in the process of development of every 

single thing?  

As can be seen from the articles written by Soviet philosophers criticizing it, the Deborin school 

maintains that contradiction appears not at the inception of a process but only when it has 

developed to a certain stage. If this were the case, then the cause of the development of the process 

before that stage would be external and not internal. Deborin thus reverts to the metaphysical 

theories of external causality and of mechanism. Applying this view in the analysis of concrete 

problems, the Deborin school sees only differences but not contradictions between the kulaks and 
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the peasants in general under existing conditions in the Soviet Union, thus entirely agreeing with 

Bukharin. In analysing the French Revolution, it holds that before the Revolution there were 

likewise only differences but not contradictions within the Third Estate, which was composed of 

the workers, the peasants and the bourgeoisie. These views of the Deborin school are anti-Marxist. 

This school does not understand that each and every difference already contains contradiction and 

that difference itself is contradiction. Labour and capital have been in contradiction ever since the 

two classes came into being, only at first the contradiction had not yet become intense. Even 

under the social conditions existing in the Soviet Union, there is a difference between workers 

and peasants and this very difference is a contradiction, although, unlike the contradiction 

between labour and capital, it will not become intensified into antagonism or assume the form of 

class struggle; the workers and the peasants have established a firm alliance in the course of 

socialist construction and are gradually resolving this contradiction in the course of the advance 

from socialism to communism. The question is one of different kinds of contradiction, not of the 

presence or absence of contradiction. Contradiction is universal and absolute, it is present in the 

process of development of all things and permeates every process from beginning to end.  

What is meant by the emergence of a new process? The old unity with its constituent opposites 

yields to a new unity with its constituent opposites, whereupon a new process emerges to replace 

the old. The old process ends and the new one begins. The new process contains new 

contradictions and begins its own history of the development of contradictions.  

As Lenin pointed out, Marx in his Capital gave a model analysis of this movement of opposites 

which runs through the process of development of things from beginning to end. This is the 

method that must be employed in studying the development of all things. Lenin, too, employed 

this method correctly and adhered to it in all his writings.  

In his Capital, Marx first analyses the simplest, most ordinary and fundamental, most common 

and everyday relation of bourgeois (commodity) society, a relation encountered billions of times, 

viz. the exchange of commodities. In this very simple phenomenon (in this "cell" of bourgeois 

society) analysis reveals all the contradictions (or the germs of all the contradictions) of modern 

society. The subsequent exposition shows us the development (both growth and movement) of 

these contradictions and of this society in the [summation] of its individual parts, from its 

beginning to its end.  

Lenin added, "Such must also be the method of exposition (or study) of dialectics in general." [9]  

Chinese Communists must learn this method; only then will they be able correctly to analyse the 

history and the present state of the Chinese revolution and infer its future.  
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3. The Particularity of Contradiction 

Contradiction is present in the process of development of all things; it permeates the process of 

development of each thing from beginning to end. This is the universality and absoluteness of 

contradiction which we have discussed above. Now let us discuss the particularity and relativity 

of contradiction.  

This problem should be studied on several levels.  

First, the contradiction in each form of motion of matter has its particularity. Man's knowledge of 

matter is knowledge of its forms of motion, because there is nothing in this world except matter 

in motion and this motion must assume certain forms. In considering each form of motion of 

matter, we must observe the points which it has in common with other forms of motion. But what 

is especially important and necessary, constituting as it does the foundation of our knowledge of 

a thing, is to observe what is particular to this form of motion of matter, namely, to observe the 

qualitative difference between this form of motion and other forms. Only when we have done so 

can we distinguish between things. Every form of motion contains within itself its own particular 

contradiction. This particular contradiction constitutes the particular essence which distinguishes 

one thing from another. It is the internal cause or, as it may be called, the basis for the immense 

variety of things in the world. There are many forms of motion in nature, mechanical motion, 

sound, light, heat, electricity, dissociation, combination, and so on. All these forms are 

interdependent, but in its essence each is different from the others. The particular essence of each 

form of motion is determined by its own particular contradiction. This holds true not only for 

nature but also for social and ideological phenomena. Every form of society, every form of 

ideology, has its own particular contradiction and particular essence.  

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 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 
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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.  

As regards the sequence in the movement of man's knowledge, there is always a gradual growth 

from the knowledge of individual and particular things to the knowledge of things in general. 

Only after man knows the particular essence of many different things can he proceed to 

generalization and know the common essence of things.  

When man attains the knowledge of this common essence, he uses it as a guide and proceeds to 

study various concrete things which have not yet been studied, or studied thoroughly, and to 

discover the particular essence of each; only thus is he able to supplement, enrich and develop 

his knowledge of their common essence and prevent such knowledge from withering or 

petrifying. These are the two processes of cognition: one, from the particular to the general, and 

the other, from the general to the particular. Thus cognition always moves in cycles and (so long 

as scientific method is strictly adhered to) each cycle advances human knowledge a step higher 

and so makes it more and more profound. Where our dogmatists err on this question is that, on 

the one hand, they do not understand that we have to study the particularity of contradiction and 

know the particular essence of individual things before we can adequately know the universality 

of contradiction and the common essence of things, and that, on the other hand, they do not 

understand that after knowing the common essence of things, we must go further and study the 

concrete things that have not yet been thoroughly studied or have only just emerged. Our 

dogmatists are lazy-bones. They refuse to undertake any painstaking study of concrete things, 

they regard general truths as emerging out of the void, they turn them into purely abstract 

unfathomable formulas, and thereby completely deny and reverse the normal sequence by which 

man comes to know truth. Nor do they understand the interconnection of the two processes in 

cognition— from the particular to the general and then from the general to the particular. They 

understand nothing of the Marxist theory of knowledge.  

It is necessary not only to study the particular contradiction and the essence determined thereby 

of every great system of the forms of motion of matter, but also to study the particular 

contradiction and the essence of each process in the long course of development of each form of 

motion of matter. In every form of motion, each process of development which is real (and not 

imaginary) is qualitatively different. Our study must emphasize and start from this point.  

Qualitatively different contradictions can only be resolved by qualitatively different methods. For 

instance, 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; the contradiction 
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between the working class and the peasant class in socialist society is resolved by the method of 

collectivization and mechanization 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. Processes change, old 

processes and old contradictions disappear, new processes and new contradictions emerge, and 

the methods of resolving contradictions differ accordingly. In Russia, there was a fundamental 

difference between the contradiction resolved by the February Revolution and the contradiction 

resolved by the October Revolution, as well as between the methods used to resolve them. The 

principle of using different methods to resolve different contradictions is one which Marxist-

Leninists must strictly observe. The dogmatists do not observe this principle; they do not 

understand that conditions differ in different kinds of revolution and so do not understand that 

different methods should be used to resolve different contradictions; on the contrary, they 

invariably adopt what they imagine to be an unalterable formula and arbitrarily apply it 

everywhere, which only causes setbacks to the revolution or makes a sorry mess of what was 

originally well done.  

In order to reveal the particularity of the contradictions in any process in the development of a 

thing, in their totality or interconnections, that is, in order to reveal the essence of the process, it 

is necessary to reveal the particularity of the two aspects of each of the contradictions in that 

process; otherwise it will be impossible to discover the essence of the process. This likewise 

requires the utmost attention in our study.  

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. We 

who are engaged in the Chinese revolution should not only understand the particularity of these 

contradictions in their totality, that is, in their interconnections, but should also study the two 

aspects of each contradiction as the only means of understanding the totality. When we speak of 

understanding each aspect of a contradiction, we mean understanding what specific position each 

aspect occupies, what concrete forms it assumes in its interdependence and in its contradiction 

with its opposite, and what concrete methods are employed in the struggle with its opposite, when 

the two are both interdependent and in contradiction, and also after the interdependence breaks 
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down. It is of great importance to study these problems. Lenin meant just this when he said that 

the most essential thing in Marxism, the living soul of Marxism, is the concrete analysis of 

concrete conditions. [10] Our dogmatists have violated Lenin's teachings; they never use their 

brains to analyse anything concretely, and in their writings and speeches they always use 

stereotypes devoid of content, thereby creating a very bad style of work in our Party.  

In studying a problem, we must shun subjectivity, one-sidedness and superficiality. To be 

subjective means not to look at problems objectively, that is, not to use the materialist viewpoint 

in looking at problems. I have discussed this in my essay "On Practice". To be one-sided means 

not to look at problems all-sidedly, for example, to understand only China but not Japan, only the 

Communist Party but not the Kuomintang, only the proletariat but not the bourgeoisie, only the 

peasants but not the landlords, only the favourable conditions but not the difficult ones, only the 

past but not the future, only individual parts but not the whole, only the defects but not the 

achievements, only the plaintiff's case but not the defendant's, only underground revolutionary 

work but not open revolutionary work, and so on. In a word, it means not to understand the 

characteristics of both aspects of a contradiction. This is what we mean by looking at a problem 

one-sidedly. Or it may be called seeing the part but not the whole, seeing the trees but not the 

forest. That way it is impossible to kind the method for resolving a contradiction, it is impossible 

to accomplish the tasks of the revolution, to carry out assignments well or to develop inner-Party 

ideological struggle correctly. When Sun Wu Tzu said in discussing military science, "Know the 

enemy and know yourself, and you can fight a hundred battles with no danger of defeat", [11] he 

was referring to the two sides in a battle. Wei Chengi [12] of the Tang Dynasty also understood 

the error of one-sidedness when he said, "Listen to both sides and you will be enlightened, heed 

only one side and you will be benighted." But our comrades often look at problems one-sidedly, 

and so they often run into snags. In the novel Shui Hu Chuan, Sung Chiang thrice attacked Chu 

Village. [13] Twice he was defeated because he was ignorant of the local conditions and used the 

wrong method. Later he changed his method; first he investigated the situation, and he 

familiarized himself with the maze of roads, then he broke up the alliance between the Li, Hu and 

Chu Villages and sent his men in disguise into the enemy camp to lie in wait, using a stratagem 

similar to that of the Trojan Horse in the foreign story. And on the third occasion he won. There 

are many examples of materialist dialectics in Shui Hu Chuan, of which the episode of the three 

attacks on Chu Village is one of the best. Lenin said:  

... in order really to know an object we must embrace, study, all its sides, all connections and 

"mediations". We shall never achieve this completely, but the demand for all-sidedness is a 

safeguard against mistakes and rigidity.[14]  

We should remember his words. To be superficial means to consider neither the characteristics of 

a contradiction in its totality nor the characteristics of each of its aspects; it means to deny the 
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necessity for probing deeply into a thing and minutely studying the characteristics of its 

contradiction, but instead merely to look from afar and, after glimpsing the rough outline, 

immediately to try to resolve the contradiction (to answer a question, settle a dispute, handle 

work, or direct a military operation). This way of doing things is bound to lead to trouble. The 

reason the dogmatist and empiricist comrades in China have made mistakes lies precisely in their 

subjectivist, one-sided and superficial way of looking at things. To be one-sided and superficial 

is at the same time to be subjective. For all objective things are actually interconnected and are 

governed by inner laws, but instead of undertaking the task of reflecting things as they really are 

some people only look at things one-sidedly or superficially and who know neither their 

interconnections nor their inner laws, and so their method is subjectivist.  

Not only does the whole process of the movement of opposites in the development of a thing, 

both in their interconnections and in each of the aspects, have particular features to which we 

must give attention, but each stage in the process has its particular features to which we must give 

attention too.  

The fundamental contradiction in the process of development of a thing and the essence of the 

process determined by this fundamental contradiction will not disappear until the process is 

completed; but in a lengthy process the conditions usually differ at each stage. The reason is that, 

although the nature of the fundamental contradiction in the process of development of a thing and 

the essence of the process remain unchanged, the fundamental contradiction becomes more and 

more intensified as it passes from one stage to another in the lengthy process. In addition, among 

the numerous major and minor contradictions which are determined or influenced by the 

fundamental contradiction, some become intensified, some are temporarily or partially resolved 

or mitigated, and some new ones emerge; hence the process is marked by stages. If people do not 

pay attention to the stages in the process of development of a thing, they cannot deal with its 

contradictions properly.  

For instance, when the capitalism of the era of free competition developed into imperialism, there 

was no change in the class nature of the two classes in fundamental contradiction, namely, the 

proletariat and the bourgeoisie, or in the capitalist essence of society; however, the contradiction 

between these two classes became intensified, the contradiction between monopoly and non-

monopoly capital emerged, the contradiction between the colonial powers and the colonies 

became intensified, the contradiction among the capitalist countries resulting from their uneven 

development manifested itself with particular sharpness, and thus there arose the special stage of 

capitalism, the stage of imperialism. Leninism is the Marxism of the era of imperialism and 

proletarian revolution precisely because Lenin and Stalin have correctly explained these 

contradictions and correctly formulated the theory and tactics of the proletarian revolution for 

their resolution.  
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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. 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 counterrevolution, 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. 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 northeastern 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).  

In studying the particularities of the contradictions at each stage in the process of development of 

a thing, we must not only observe them in their interconnections or their totality, we must also 

examine the two aspects of each contradiction.  

For instance, consider the Kuomintang and the Communist Party. Take one aspect, the 

Kuomintang. In the period of the first united front, the Kuomintang carried out Sun Yat-sen's 

Three Great Policies of alliance with Russia, co-operation with the Communist Party, and 

assistance to the peasants and workers; hence it was revolutionary and vigorous, it was an alliance 

of various classes for the democratic revolution. After 1927, however, the Kuomintang changed 

into its opposite and became a reactionary bloc of the landlords and big bourgeoisie. After the 

Sian Incident in December 1936, it began another change in the direction of ending the civil war 

and co-operating with the Communist Party for joint opposition to Japanese imperialism. Such 

have been the particular features of the Kuomintang in the three stages. Of course, these features 
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have arisen from a variety of causes. Now take the other aspect, the Chinese Communist Party. 

In the period of the first united front, the Chinese Communist Party was in its infancy; it 

courageously led the revolution of 1924-27 but revealed its immaturity in its understanding of the 

character, the tasks and the methods of the revolution, and consequently it became possible for 

Chen Tu-hsiuism, which appeared during the latter part of this revolution, to assert itself and bring 

about the defeat of the revolution. After 1927, the Communist Party courageously led the Agrarian 

Revolutionary War and created the revolutionary army and revolutionary base areas; however, it 

committed adventurist errors which brought about very great losses both to the army and to the 

base areas. Since 1935 the Party has corrected these errors and has been leading the new united 

front for resistance to Japan; this great struggle is now developing. At the present stage, the 

Communist Party is a Party that has gone through the test of two revolutions and acquired a wealth 

of experience. Such have been the particular features of the Chinese Communist Party in the three 

stages. These features, too, have arisen from a variety of causes. Without studying both these sets 

of features we cannot understand the particular relations between the two parties during the 

various stages of their development, namely, the establishment of a united front, the break-up of 

the united front, and the establishment of another united front. What is even more fundamental 

for the study of the particular features of the two parties is the examination of the class basis of 

the two parties and the resultant contradictions which have arisen between each party and other 

forces at different periods. For instance, in the period of its first cooperation with the Communist 

Party, the Kuomintang stood in contradiction to foreign imperialism and was therefore anti-

imperialist; on the other hand, it stood in contradiction to the great masses of the people within 

the country—although in words it promised many benefits to the working people, in fact it gave 

them little or nothing. In the period when it carried on the anti-Communist war, the Kuomintang 

collaborated with imperialism and feudalism against the great masses of the people and wiped 

out all the gains they had won in the revolution, and thereby intensified its contradictions with 

them. In the present period of the anti-Japanese war, the Kuomintang stands in contradiction to 

Japanese imperialism and wants co-operation with the Communist Party, without however 

relaxing its struggle against the Communist Party and the people or its oppression of them. As for 

the Communist Party, it has always, in every period, stood with the great masses of the people 

against imperialism and feudalism, but in the present period of the anti-Japanese war, it has 

adopted a moderate policy towards the Kuomintang and the domestic feudal forces because the 

Kuomintang has pressed itself in favour of resisting Japan. The above circumstances have resulted 

now in alliance between the two parties and now in struggle between them, and even during the 

periods of alliance there has been a complicated state of simultaneous alliance and struggle. If we 

do not study the particular features of both aspects of the contradiction, we shall fail to understand 

not only the relations of each party with the other forces, but also the relations between the two 

parties.  
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It can thus be seen that in studying the particularity of any kind of contradiction—the 

contradiction in each form of motion of matter, the contradiction in each of its processes of 

development, the two aspects of the contradiction in each process, the contradiction at each stage 

of a process, and the two aspects of the contradiction at each stage—in studying the particularity 

of all these contradictions, we must not be subjective and arbitrary but must analyse it concretely. 

Without concrete analysis there can be no knowledge of the particularity of any contradiction. We 

must always remember Lenin's words, the concrete analysis of concrete conditions.  

Marx and Engels were the first to provide us with excellent models of such concrete analysis.  

When Marx and Engels applied the law of contradiction in things to the study of the socio-

historical process, they discovered the contradiction between the productive forces and the 

relations of production, they discovered the contradiction between the exploiting and exploited 

classes and also the resultant contradiction between the economic base and its superstructure 

(politics, ideology, etc.), and they discovered how these contradictions inevitably lead to different 

kinds of social revolution in different kinds of class society.  

When Marx applied this law to the study of the economic structure of capitalist society, he 

discovered that the basic contradiction of this society is the contradiction between the social 

character of production and the private character of ownership. This contradiction manifests itself 

in the contradiction between the organized character of production in individual enterprises and 

the anarchic character of production in society as a whole. In terms of class relations, it manifests 

itself in the contradiction between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat.  

Because the range of things is vast and there is no limit to their development, what is universal in 

one context becomes particular in another. Conversely, what is particular in one context becomes 

universal in another. The contradiction in the capitalist system between the social character of 

production and the private ownership of the means of production is common to all countries 

where capitalism exists and develops; as far as capitalism is concerned, this constitutes the 

universality of contradiction. But this contradiction of capitalism belongs only to a certain 

historical stage in the general development of class society; as far as the contradiction between 

the productive forces and the relations of production in class society as a whole is concerned, it 

constitutes the particularity of contradiction. However, in the course of dissecting the particularity 

of all these contradictions in capitalist society, Marx gave a still more profound, more adequate 

and more complete elucidation of the universality of the contradiction between the productive 

forces and the relations of production in class society in general.  

Since the particular is united with the universal and since the universality as well as the 

particularity of contradiction is inherent in everything, universality residing in particularity, we 

should, when studying an object, try to discover both the particular and the universal and their 
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interconnection, to discover both particularity and universality and also their interconnection 

within the object itself, and to discover the interconnections of this object with the many objects 

outside it. When Stalin explained the historical roots of Leninism in his famous work, The 

Foundations of Leninism, he analysed the international situation in which Leninism arose, 

analysed those contradictions of capitalism which reached their culmination under imperialism, 

and showed how these contradictions made proletarian revolution a matter for immediate action 

and created favourable conditions for a direct onslaught on capitalism. What is more, he analysed 

the reasons why Russia became the cradle of Leninism, why tsarist Russia became the focus of 

all the contradictions of imperialism, and why it was possible for the Russian proletariat to 

become the vanguard of the international revolutionary proletariat. Thus, Stalin analysed the 

universality of contradiction in imperialism, showing why Leninism is the Marxism of the era of 

imperialism and proletarian revolution, and at the same time analysed the particularity of tsarist 

Russian imperialism within this general contradiction, showing why Russia became the birthplace 

of the theory and tactics of proletarian revolution and how the universality of contradiction is 

contained in this particularity. Stalin's analysis provides us with a model for understanding the 

particularity and the universality of contradiction and their interconnection.  

On the question of using dialectics in the study of objective phenomena, Marx and Engels, and 

likewise Lenin and Stalin, always enjoin people not to be in any way subjective and arbitrary but, 

from the concrete conditions in the actual objective movement of these phenomena, to discover 

their concrete contradictions, the concrete position of each aspect of every contradiction and the 

concrete interrelations of the contradictions. Our dogmatists do not have this attitude in study and 

therefore can never get anything right. We must take warning from their failure and learn to 

acquire this attitude, which is the only correct one in study.  

The relationship between the universality and the particularity of contradiction is the relationship 

between the general character and the individual character of contradiction. By the former we 

mean that contradiction exists in and runs through all processes from beginning to end; motion, 

things, processes, thinking—all are contradictions. To deny contradiction is to deny everything. 

This is a universal truth for all times and all countries, which admits of no exception. Hence the 

general character, the absoluteness of contradiction. But this general character is contained in 

every individual character; without individual character there can be no general character. If all 

individual character were removed, what general character would remain? It is because each 

contradiction is particular that individual character arises. All individual character exists 

conditionally and temporarily, and hence is relative.  

This truth concerning general and individual character, concerning absoluteness and relativity, is 

the quintessence of the problem of contradiction in things; failure to understand it is tantamount 

to abandoning dialectics.  
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4. The Principal Contradiction and the Principal Aspect of a Contradiction 

There are still two points in the problem of the particularity of contradiction which must be 

singled out for analysis, namely, the principal contradiction and the principal aspect of a 

contradiction.  

There are many contradictions in the process of development of a complex thing, and one of them 

is necessarily the principal contradiction whose existence and development determine or 

influence the existence and development of the other contradictions.  

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, 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.  

In a semi-colonial country such as China, the relationship between the principal contradiction and 

the non-principal contradictions presents a complicated picture.  

When imperialism launches a war of aggression against such a country, all its various classes, 

except for some traitors, can temporarily unite in a national war against imperialism. At such a 

time, the contradiction between imperialism and the country concerned becomes the principal 

contradiction, while all the contradictions among the various classes within the country (including 

what was the principal contradiction, between the feudal system and the great masses of the 

people) are temporarily relegated to a secondary and subordinate position. So it was in China in 

the Opium War of 1840, the Sino-Japanese War of 1894 and the Yi Ho Tuan War of 1900, and so 

it is now in the present Sino-Japanese War.  

But in another situation, the contradictions change position. When imperialism carries on its 

oppression not by war, but by milder means—political, economic and cultural—the ruling classes 

in semi-colonial countries capitulate to imperialism, and the two form an alliance for the joint 

oppression of the masses of the people. At such a time, the masses often resort to civil war against 

the alliance of imperialism and the feudal classes, while imperialism often employs indirect 

methods rather than direct action in helping the reactionaries in the semi-colonial countries to 

oppress the people, and thus the internal contradictions become particularly sharp. This is what 

happened in China in the Revolutionary War of 1911, the Revolutionary War of 1924-27, and the 

ten years of Agrarian Revolutionary War after 1927. Wars among the various reactionary ruling 
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groups in the semi-colonial countries, e.g., the wars among the warlords in China, fall into the 

same category.  

When a revolutionary civil war develops to the point of threatening the very existence of 

imperialism and its running dogs, the domestic reactionaries, imperialism often adopts other 

methods in order to maintain its rule; it either tries to split the revolutionary front from within or 

sends armed forces to help the domestic reactionaries directly. At such a time, foreign imperialism 

and domestic reaction stand quite openly at one pole while the masses of the people stand at the 

other pole, thus forming the principal contradiction which determines or influences the 

development of the other contradictions. The assistance given by various capitalist countries to 

the Russian reactionaries after the October Revolution is an example of armed intervention. 

Chiang Kai-shek's betrayal in 1927 is an example of splitting the revolutionary front.  

But whatever happens, there is no doubt at all that at every stage in the development of a process, 

there is only one principal contradiction which plays the leading role.  

Hence, if in any process there are a number of contradictions, one of them must be the principal 

contradiction playing the leading and decisive role, while the rest occupy a secondary and 

subordinate position. Therefore, in studying any complex process in which there are two or more 

contradictions, we must devote every effort to finding its principal contradiction. Once this 

principal contradiction is grasped, all problems can be readily solved. This is the method Marx 

taught us in his study of capitalist society. Likewise Lenin and Stalin taught us this method when 

they studied imperialism and the general crisis of capitalism and when they studied the Soviet 

economy. There are thousands of scholars and men of action who do not understand it, and the 

result is that, lost in a fog, they are unable to get to the heart of a problem and naturally cannot 

find a way to resolve its contradictions.  

As we have said, one must not treat all the contradictions in a process as being equal but must 

distinguish between the principal and the secondary contradictions, and pay special attention to 

grasping the principal one. But, in any given contradiction, whether principal or secondary, should 

the two contradictory aspects be treated as equal? Again, no. In any contradiction the development 

of the contradictory aspects is uneven. Sometimes they seem to be in equilibrium, which is 

however only temporary and relative, while unevenness is basic. Of the two contradictory aspects, 

one must be principal and the other secondary. The principal aspect is the one playing the leading 

role in the contradiction. The nature of a thing is determined mainly by the principal aspect of a 

contradiction, the aspect which has gained the dominant position.  

But this situation is not static; the principal and the non-principal aspects of a contradiction 

transform themselves into each other and the nature of the thing changes accordingly. In a given 

process or at a given stage in the development of a contradiction, A is the principal aspect and B 
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is the non-principal aspect; at another stage or in another process the roles are reversed—a change 

determined by the extent of the increase or decrease in the force of each aspect in its struggle 

against the other in the course of the development of a thing.  

We often speak of "the new superseding the old". The supersession of the old by the new is a 

general, eternal and inviolable law of the universe. The transformation of one thing into another, 

through leaps of different forms in accordance with its essence and external conditions—this is 

the process of the new superseding the old. In each thing there is contradiction between its new 

and its old aspects, and this gives rise to a series of struggles with many twists and turns. As a 

result of these struggles, the new aspect changes from being minor to being major and rises to 

predominance, while the old aspect changes from being major to being minor and gradually dies 

out. And the moment the new aspect gains dominance over the old, the old thing changes 

qualitatively into a new thing. It can thus be seen that the nature of a thing is mainly determined 

by the principal aspect of the contradiction, the aspect which has gained predominance. When the 

principal aspect which has gained predominance changes, the nature of a thing changes 

accordingly.  

In capitalist society, capitalism has changed its position from being a subordinate force in the old 

feudal era to being the dominant force, and the nature of society has accordingly changed from 

feudal to capitalist. In the new, capitalist era, the feudal forces changed from their former 

dominant position to a subordinate one, gradually dying out. Such was the case, for example, in 

Britain and France. With the development of the productive forces, the bourgeoisie changes from 

being a new class playing a progressive role to being an old class playing a reactionary role, until 

it is finally overthrown by the proletariat and becomes a class deprived of privately owned means 

of production and stripped of power, when it, too, gradually dies out. The proletariat, which is 

much more numerous than the bourgeoisie and grows simultaneously with it but under its rule, is 

a new force which, initially subordinate to the bourgeoisie, gradually gains strength, becomes an 

independent class playing the leading role in history, and finally seizes political power and 

becomes the ruling class. Thereupon the nature of society changes and the old capitalist society 

becomes the new socialist society. This is the path already taken by the Soviet Union, a path that 

all other countries will inevitably take.  

Look at China, for instance. Imperialism occupies the principal position in the contradiction in 

which China has been reduced to a semi-colony, it oppresses the Chinese people, and China has 

been changed from an independent country into a semi-colonial one. But this state of affairs will 

inevitably change; in the struggle between the two sides, the power of the Chinese people which 

is growing under the leadership of the proletariat will inevitably change China from a semi-colony 

into an independent country, whereas imperialism will be overthrown and old China will 

inevitably change into New China.  
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The change of old China into New China also involves a change in the relation between the old 

feudal forces and the new popular forces within the country. The old feudal landlord class will be 

overthrown, and from being the ruler it will change into being the ruled; and this class, too, will 

gradually die out. From being the ruled, the people, led by the proletariat, will become the rulers. 

Thereupon, the nature of Chinese society will change and the old, semi-colonial and semi-feudal 

society will change into a new democratic society.  

Instances of such reciprocal transformation are found in our past experience. The Ching Dynasty 

which ruled China for nearly three hundred years was overthrown in the Revolution of 1911, and 

the revolutionary Tung Meng Hui under Sun Yat-sen's leadership was victorious for a time. In the 

Revolutionary War of 1924-27, the revolutionary forces of the Communist-Kuomintang alliance 

in the south changed from being weak to being strong and won victory in the Northern Expedition, 

while the Northern warlords who once ruled the roost were overthrown. In 1927, the people's 

forces led by the Communist Party were greatly reduced numerically under the attacks of 

Kuomintang reaction, but with the elimination of opportunism within their ranks they gradually 

grew again. In the revolutionary base areas under Communist leadership, the peasants have been 

transformed from being the ruled to being the rulers, while the landlords have undergone a reverse 

transformation. It is always so in the world, the new displacing the old, the old being superseded 

by the new, the old being eliminated to make way for the new, and the new emerging out of the 

old.  

At certain times in the revolutionary struggle, the difficulties outweigh the favourable conditions 

and so constitute the principal aspect of the contradiction and the favourable conditions constitute 

the secondary aspect. But through their efforts the revolutionaries can overcome the difficulties 

step by step and open up a favourable new situation; thus a difficult situation yields place to a 

favourable one. This is what happened after the failure of the revolution in China in 1927 and 

during the Long March of the Chinese Red Army. In the present Sino-Japanese War, China is 

again in a difficult position, but we can change this and fundamentally transform the situation as 

between China and Japan. Conversely, favourable conditions can be transformed into difficulty 

if the revolutionaries make mistakes. Thus the victory of the revolution of 1924-27 turned into 

defeat. The revolutionary base areas which grew up in the southern provinces after 1927 had all 

suffered defeat by 1934.  

When we engage in study, the same holds good for the contradiction in the passage from 

ignorance to knowledge. At the very beginning of our study of Marxism, our ignorance of or 

scanty acquaintance with Marxism stands in contradiction to knowledge of Marxism. But by 

assiduous study, ignorance can be transformed into knowledge, scanty knowledge into substantial 

knowledge, and blindness in the application of Marxism into mastery of its application.  
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Some people think that this is not true of certain contradictions. For instance, in the contradiction 

between the productive forces and the relations of production, the productive forces are the 

principal aspect; in the contradiction between theory and practice, practice is the principal aspect; 

in the contradiction between the economic base and the superstructure, the economic base is the 

principal aspect; and there is no change in their respective positions. This is the mechanical 

materialist conception, not the dialectical materialist conception. True, the productive forces, 

practice and the economic base generally play the principal and decisive role; whoever denies 

this is not a materialist. But it must also be admitted that in certain conditions, such aspects as the 

relations of production, theory and the superstructure in turn manifest themselves in the principal 

and decisive role. When it is impossible for the productive forces to develop without a change in 

the relations of production, then the change in the relations of production plays the principal and 

decisive role. The creation and advocacy of revolutionary theory plays the principal and decisive 

role in those times of which Lenin said, "Without revolutionary theory there can be no 

revolutionary movement." [15] When a task, no matter which, has to be performed, but there is 

as yet no guiding line, method, plan or policy, the principal and decisive thing is to decide on a 

guiding line, method, plan or policy. When the superstructure (politics, culture, etc.) obstructs the 

development of the economic base, political and cultural changes become principal and decisive. 

Are we going against materialism when we say this? No. The reason is that while we recognize 

that in the general development of history the material determines the mental and social being 

determines social consciousness, we also—and indeed must—recognize the reaction of mental 

on material things, of social consciousness on social being and of the superstructure on the 

economic base. This does not go against materialism; on the contrary, it avoids mechanical 

materialism and firmly upholds dialectical materialism.  

In studying the particularity of contradiction, unless we examine these two facets—the principal 

and the non-principal contradictions in a process, and the principal and the non-principal aspects 

of a contradiction—that is, unless we examine the distinctive character of these two facets of 

contradiction, we shall get bogged down in abstractions, be unable to understand contradiction 

concretely and consequently be unable to find the correct method of resolving it. The distinctive 

character or particularity of these two facets of contradiction represents the unevenness of the 

forces that are in contradiction. Nothing in this world develops absolutely evenly; we must oppose 

the theory of even development or the theory of equilibrium. Moreover, it is these concrete 

features of a contradiction and the changes in the principal and non-principal aspects of a 

contradiction in the course of its development that manifest the force of the new superseding the 

old. The study of the various states of unevenness in contradictions, of the principal and non-

principal contradictions and of the principal and the non-principal aspects of a contradiction 

constitutes an essential method by which a revolutionary political party correctly determines its 
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strategic and tactical policies both in political and in military affairs. All Communists must give 

it attention.  

 

5. The Identity and Struggle of the Aspects of a Contradiction 

When we understand the universality and the particularity of contradiction, we must proceed to 

study the problem of the identity and struggle of the aspects of a contradiction.  

Identity, unity, coincidence, interpenetration, interpermeation, interdependence (or mutual 

dependence for existence), interconnection or mutual co-operation—all these different terms 

mean the same thing and refer to the following two points: first, the existence of each of the two 

aspects of a contradiction in the process of the development of a thing presupposes the existence 

of the other aspect, and both aspects coexist in a single entity; second, in given conditions, each 

of the two contradictory aspects transforms itself into its opposite. This is the meaning of identity.  

Lenin said:  

Dialectics is the teaching which shows how opposites can be and how they happen to be (how 

they become) identical—under what conditions they are identical, transforming themselves into 

one another,—why the human mind should take these opposites not as dead, rigid, but as living, 

conditional, mobile, transforming themselves into one another. [16]  

What does this passage mean?  

The contradictory aspects in every process exclude each other, struggle with each other and are 

in opposition to each other. Without exception, they are contained in the process of development 

of all things and in all human thought. A simple process contains only a single pair of opposites, 

while a complex process contains more. And in turn, the pairs of opposites are in contradiction to 

one another.  

That is how all things in the objective world and all human thought are constituted and how they 

are set in motion.  

This being so, there is an utter lack of identity or unity. How then can one speak of identity or 

unity?  

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, 

there would be no misfortune. Without facility, there would be no difficulty, without difficulty, 
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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 identical? Because each is the condition for the other's 

existence. This is the first meaning of identity.  

But is it enough to say merely that each of the contradictory aspects is the condition for the other's 

existence, that there is identity between them and that consequently they can coexist in a single 

entity? No, it is not. The matter does not end with their dependence on each other for their 

existence; what is more important is their transformation into each other. That is to say, in given 

conditions, each of the contradictory aspects within a thing transforms itself into its opposite, 

changes its position to that of its opposite. This is the second meaning of the identity of 

contradiction.  

Why is there identity here, too? You see, by means of revolution the proletariat, at one time the 

ruled, is transformed into the ruler, while the bourgeoisie, the erstwhile ruler, is transformed into 

the ruled and changes its position to that originally occupied by its opposite. This has already 

taken place in the Soviet Union, as it will take place throughout the world. If there were no 

interconnection and identity of opposites in given conditions, how could such a change take 

place?  

The Kuomintang, which played a certain positive role at a certain stage in modern Chinese history, 

became a counter-revolutionary party after 1927 because of its inherent class nature and because 

of imperialist blandishments (these being the conditions); but it has been compelled to agree to 

resist Japan because of the sharpening of the contradiction between China and Japan and because 

of the Communist Party's policy of the united front (these being the conditions). Things in 

contradiction change into one another, and herein lies a definite identity.  

Our agrarian revolution has been a process in which the landlord class owning the land is 

transformed into a class that has lost its land, while the peasants who once lost their land are 

transformed into small holders who have acquired land, and it will be such a process once again. 

In given conditions having and not having, acquiring and losing, are interconnected; there is 
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identity of the two sides. Under socialism, private peasant ownership is transformed into the 

public ownership of socialist agriculture; this has already taken place in the Soviet Union, as it 

will take place everywhere else. There is a bridge leading from private property to public property, 

which in philosophy is called identity, or transformation into each other, or interpenetration.  

To consolidate the dictatorship of the proletariat or the dictatorship of the people is in fact to 

prepare the conditions for abolishing this dictatorship and advancing to the higher stage when all 

state systems are eliminated. To establish and build the Communist Party is in fact to prepare the 

conditions for the elimination of the Communist Party and all political parties. To build a 

revolutionary army under the leadership of the Communist Party and to carry on revolutionary 

war is in fact to prepare the conditions for the permanent elimination of war. These opposites are 

at the same time complementary.  

War and peace, as everybody knows, transform themselves into each other. War is transformed 

into peace; for instance, the First World War was transformed into the post-war peace, and the 

civil war in China has now stopped, giving place to internal peace. Peace is transformed into war; 

for instance, the Kuomintang-Communist co-operation was transformed into war in 1927, and 

today's situation of world peace may be transformed into a second world war. Why is this so? 

Because in class society such contradictory things as war and peace have an identity in given 

conditions.  

All contradictory things are interconnected; not only do they coexist in a single entity in given 

conditions, but in other given conditions, they also transform themselves into each other. This is 

the full meaning of the identity of opposites. This is what Lenin meant when he discussed "how 

they happen to be (how they become) identical—under what conditions they are identical, 

transforming themselves into one another".  

Why is it that "the human mind should take these opposites not as dead, rigid, but as living, 

conditional, mobile, transforming themselves into one another"? Because that is just how things 

are in objective reality. The fact is that the unity or identity of opposites in objective things is not 

dead or rigid, but is living, conditional, mobile, temporary and relative; in given conditions, every 

contradictory aspect transforms itself into its opposite. Reflected in man's thinking, this becomes 

the Marxist world outlook of materialist dialectics. It is only the reactionary ruling classes of the 

past and present and the metaphysicians in their service who regard opposites not as living, 

conditional, mobile and transforming themselves into one another, but as dead and rigid, and they 

propagate this fallacy everywhere to delude the masses of the people, thus seeking to perpetuate 

their rule. The task of Communists is to expose the fallacies of the reactionaries and 

metaphysicians, to propagate the dialectics inherent in things, and so accelerate the transformation 

of things and achieve the goal of revolution.  
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In speaking of the identity of opposites in given conditions, what we are referring to is real and 

concrete opposites and the real and concrete transformations of opposites into one another. There 

are innumerable transformations in mythology, for instance, Kua Fu's race with the sun in Shan 

Hai Ching, [17] Yi's shooting down of nine suns in Huai Nan Tzu, [18] the Monkey King's 

seventy-two metamorphoses in Hsi Yu Chi, [19] the numerous episodes of ghosts and foxes 

metamorphosed into human beings in the Strange Tales of Liao Chai, [20] etc. But these 

legendary transformations of opposites are not concrete changes reflecting concrete 

contradictions. They are naive, imaginary, subjectively conceived transformations conjured up in 

men's minds by innumerable real and complex transformations of opposites into one another. 

Marx said, "All mythology masters and dominates and shapes the forces of nature in and through 

the imagination; hence it disappears as soon as man gains mastery over the forces of nature." [21] 

The myriads of changes in mythology (and also in nursery tales) delight people because they 

imaginatively picture man's conquest of the forces of nature, and the best myths possess "eternal 

charm", as Marx put it; but myths are not built out of the concrete contradictions existing in given 

conditions and therefore are not a scientific reflection of reality. That is to say, in myths or nursery 

tales the aspects constituting a contradiction have only an imaginary identity, not a concrete 

identity. The scientific reflection of the identity in real transformations is Marxist dialectics.  

Why can an egg but not a stone be transformed into a chicken? Why is there identity between war 

and peace and none between war and a stone? Why can human beings give birth only to human 

beings and not to anything else? The sole reason is that the identity of opposites exists only in 

necessary given conditions. Without these necessary given conditions there can be no identity 

whatsoever.  

Why is it that in Russia in 1917 the bourgeois-democratic February Revolution was directly 

linked with the proletarian socialist October Revolution, while in France the bourgeois revolution 

was not directly linked with a socialist revolution and the Paris Commune of 1871 ended in 

failure? Why is it, on the other hand, that the nomadic system of Mongolia and Central Asia has 

been directly linked with socialism? Why is it that the Chinese revolution can avoid a capitalist 

future and be directly linked with socialism without taking the old historical road of the Western 

countries, without passing through a period of bourgeois dictatorship? The sole reason is the 

concrete conditions of the time. When certain necessary conditions are present, certain 

contradictions arise in the process of development of things and, moreover, the opposites 

contained in them are interdependent and become transformed into one another; otherwise none 

of this would be possible.  

Such is the problem of identity. What then is struggle? And what is the relation between identity 

and struggle?  
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Lenin said:  

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. [22]  

What does this passage mean?  

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.  

There are two states of motion in all things, that of relative rest and that of conspicuous change. 

Both are caused by the struggle between the two contradictory elements contained in a thing. 

When the thing is in the first state of motion, it is undergoing only quantitative and not qualitative 

change and consequently presents the outward appearance of being at rest. When the thing is in 

the second state of motion, the quantitative change of the first state has already reached a 

culminating point and gives rise to the dissolution of the thing as an entity and thereupon a 

qualitative change ensues, hence the appearance of a conspicuous change. Such unity, solidarity, 

combination, harmony, balance, stalemate, deadlock, rest, constancy, equilibrium, solidity, 

attraction, etc., as we see in daily life, are all the appearances of things in the state of quantitative 

change. On the other hand, the dissolution of unity, that is, the destruction of this solidarity, 

combination, harmony, balance, stalemate, deadlock, rest, constancy, equilibrium, solidity and 

attraction, and the change of each into its opposite are all the appearances of things in the state of 

qualitative change, the transformation of one process into another. Things are constantly 

transforming themselves from the first into the second state of motion; the struggle of opposites 

goes on in both states but the contradiction is resolved through the second state. That is why we 

say that the unity of opposites is conditional, temporary and relative, while the struggle of 

mutually exclusive opposites is absolute.  

When we said above that two opposite things can coexist in a single entity and can transform 

themselves into each other because there is identity between them, we were speaking of 

conditionality, that is to say, in given conditions two contradictory things can be united and can 

transform themselves into each other, but in the absence of these conditions, they cannot 

constitute a contradiction, cannot coexist in the same entity and cannot transform themselves into 

one another. It is because the identity of opposites obtains only in given conditions that we have 

said identity is conditional and relative. We may add that the struggle between opposites 

permeates a process from beginning to end and makes one process transform itself into another, 

that it is ubiquitous, and that struggle is therefore unconditional and absolute.  
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The combination of conditional, relative identity and unconditional, absolute struggle constitutes 

the movement of opposites in all things.  

We Chinese often say, "Things that oppose each other also complement each other." [23] That is, 

things opposed to each other have identity. This saying is dialectical and contrary to metaphysics. 

"Oppose each other" refers to the mutual exclusion or the struggle of two contradictory aspects. 

"Complement each other" means that in given conditions the two contradictory aspects unite and 

achieve identity. Yet struggle is inherent in identity and without struggle there can be no identity.  

In identity there is struggle, in particularity there is universality, and in individuality there is 

generality. To quote Lenin, ". . . there is an absolute in the relative." [24]  

 

6. The Place of Antagonism in Contradiction 

The question of the struggle of opposites includes the question of what is antagonism. Our answer 

is that antagonism is one form, but not the only form, of the struggle of opposites.  

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 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.  

Before it explodes, a bomb is a single entity in which opposites coexist in given conditions. The 

explosion takes place only when a new condition, ignition, is present. An analogous situation 

arises in all those natural phenomena which finally assume the form of open conflict to resolve 

old contradictions and produce new things.  

It is highly important to grasp this fact. It enables us to understand that revolutions and 

revolutionary wars are inevitable in class society and that without them, it is impossible to 

accomplish any leap in social development and to overthrow the reactionary ruling classes and 

therefore impossible for the people to win political power. Communists must expose the deceitful 

propaganda of the reactionaries, such as the assertion that social revolution is unnecessary and 

impossible. They must firmly uphold the Marxist-Leninist theory of social revolution and enable 

the people to understand that social revolution is not only entirely necessary but also entirely 

practicable, and that the whole history of mankind and the triumph of the Soviet Union have 

confirmed this scientific truth.  
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However, we must make a concrete study of the circumstances of each specific struggle of 

opposites and should not arbitrarily apply the formula discussed above to everything. 

Contradiction and struggle are universal and absolute, but the methods of resolving 

contradictions, that is, the forms of struggle, differ according to the differences in the nature of 

the contradictions. Some contradictions are characterized by open antagonism, others are not. In 

accordance with the concrete development of things, some contradictions which were originally 

non-antagonistic develop into antagonistic ones, while others which were originally antagonistic 

develop into non-antagonistic ones.  

As already mentioned, so long as classes exist, contradictions between correct and incorrect ideas 

in the Communist Party are reflections within the Party of class contradictions. At first, with 

regard to certain issues, such contradictions may not manifest themselves as antagonistic. But 

with the development of the class struggle, they may grow and become antagonistic. The history 

of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union shows us that the contradictions between the correct 

thinking of Lenin and Stalin and the fallacious thinking of Trotsky, Bukharin and others did not 

at first manifest themselves in an antagonistic form, but that later they did develop into 

antagonism. There are similar cases in the history of the Chinese Communist Party. At first the 

contradictions between the correct thinking of many of our Party comrades and the fallacious 

thinking of Chen Tu-hsiu, Chang Kuo-tao and others also did not manifest themselves in an 

antagonistic form, but later they did develop into antagonism. At present the contradiction 

between correct and incorrect thinking in our Party does not manifest itself in an antagonistic 

form, and if comrades who have committed mistakes can correct them, it will not develop into 

antagonism. Therefore, the Party must on the one hand wage a serious struggle against erroneous 

thinking, and on the other give the comrades who have committed errors ample opportunity to 

wake up. This being the case, excessive struggle is obviously inappropriate. But if the people who 

have committed errors persist in them and aggravate them, there is the possibility that this 

contradiction will develop into antagonism.  

Economically, the contradiction between town and country is an extremely antagonistic one both 

in capitalist society, where under the rule of the bourgeoisie the towns ruthlessly plunder the 

countryside, and in the Kuomintang areas in China, where under the rule of foreign imperialism 

and the Chinese big comprador bourgeoisie the towns most rapaciously plunder the countryside. 

But in a socialist country and in our revolutionary base areas, this antagonistic contradiction has 

changed into one that is non-antagonistic; and when communist society is reached it will be 

abolished.  

Lenin said, "Antagonism and contradiction are not at all one and the same. Under socialism, the 

first will disappear, the second will remain." [25] That is to say, antagonism is one form, but not 
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the only form, of the struggle of opposites; the formula of antagonism cannot be arbitrarily applied 

everywhere.  

 

7. Conclusion 

We may now say a few words to sum up. The law of contradiction in things, that is, the law of 

the unity of opposites, is the fundamental law of nature and of society and therefore also the 

fundamental law of thought. It stands opposed to the metaphysical world outlook. It represents a 

great revolution in the history of human knowledge. According to dialectical materialism, 

contradiction is present in all processes of objectively existing things and of subjective thought 

and permeates all these processes from beginning to end; this is the universality and absoluteness 

of contradiction. Each contradiction and each of its aspects have their respective characteristics; 

this is the particularity and relativity of contradiction. In given conditions, opposites possess 

identity, and consequently can coexist in a single entity and can transform themselves into each 

other; this again is the particularity and relativity of contradiction. But the struggle of opposites 

is ceaseless, it goes on both when the opposites are coexisting and when they are transforming 

themselves into each other, and becomes especially conspicuous when they are transforming 

themselves into one another; this again is the universality and absoluteness of contradiction. In 

studying the particularity and relativity of contradiction, we must give attention to the distinction 

between the principal contradiction and the non-principal contradictions and to the distinction 

between the principal aspect and the non-principal aspect of a contradiction; in studying the 

universality of contradiction and the struggle of opposites in contradiction, we must give attention 

to the distinction between the different forms of struggle. Otherwise we shall make mistakes. If, 

through study, we achieve a real understanding of the essentials explained above, we shall be able 

to demolish dogmatist ideas which are contrary to the basic principles of Marxism-Leninism and 

detrimental to our revolutionary cause, and our comrades with practical experience will be able 

to organize their experience into principles and avoid repeating empiricist errors. These are a few 

simple conclusions from our study of the law of contradiction.  
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The Foolish Old Man Who Removed the Mountains 

Mao Tse-tung 

June 11, 1945 

This was Comrade Mao Tse-tung's concluding speech at the Seventh National Congress of the 

Communist Party of China 

 

We have had a very successful congress. We have done three things. First, we have decided on 

the line of our Party, which is boldly to mobilize the masses and expand the people's forces so 

that, under the leadership of our Party, they will defeat the Japanese aggressors, liberate the whole 

people and build a new-democratic China. Second, we have adapted the new Party Constitution. 

Third, we have elected the leading body of the Party--the Central Committee. Henceforth our task 

is to lead the whole membership in carrying out the Party line. Ours has been a congress of victory, 

a congress of unity. The delegates have made excellent comments on the three reports. Many 

comrades have undertaken self-criticism; with unity as the objective unity has been achieved 

through self-criticism. This congress is a model of unity, of self-criticism and of inner-Party 

democracy.  

When the congress closes, many comrades will be leaving for their posts and the various war 

fronts. Comrades, wherever you go, you should propagate the line of the congress and, through 

the members of the Party, explain it to the broad masses.  

Our aim in propagating the line of the congress is to build up the confidence of the whole Party 

and the entire people in the certain triumph of the revolution. We must first raise the political 

consciousness of the vanguard so that, resolute and unafraid of sacrifice, they will surmount every 

difficulty to win victory. But this is not enough; we must also arouse the political consciousness 

of the entire people so that they may willingly and gladly fight together with us for victory. We 

should fire the whole people with the conviction that China belongs not to the reactionaries but 

to the Chinese people. There is an ancient Chinese fable called "The Foolish Old Man Who 

Removed the Mountains". It tells of an old man who lived in northern China long, long ago and 

was known as the Foolish Old Man of North Mountain. His house faced south and beyond his 

doorway stood the two great peaks, Taihang and Wangwu, obstructing the way. He called his 

sons, and hoe in hand they began to dig up these mountains with great determination. Another 

graybeard, known as the Wise Old Man, saw them and said derisively, "How silly of you to do 

this! It is quite impossible for you few to dig up those two huge mountains." The Foolish Old 

Man replied, "When I die, my sons will carry on; when they die, there will be my grandsons, and 

then their sons and grandsons, and so on to infinity. High as they are, the mountains cannot grow 

any higher and with every bit we dig, they will be that much lower. Why can't we clear them 
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away?" Having refuted the Wise Old Man's wrong view, he went on digging every day, unshaken 

in his conviction. God was moved by this, and he sent down two angels, who carried the 

mountains away on their backs. Today, two big mountains lie like a dead weight on the Chinese 

people. One is imperialism, the other is feudalism. The Chinese Communist Party has long made 

up its mind to dig them up. We must persevere and work unceasingly, and we, too, will touch 

God's heart. Our God is none other than the masses of the Chinese people. If they stand up and 

dig together with us, why can't these two mountains be cleared away?  

Yesterday, in a talk with two Americans who were leaving for the United States, I said that the 

U.S. government was trying to undermine us and this would not be permitted. We oppose the U.S. 

government's policy of supporting Chiang Kai-shek against the Communists. But we must draw 

a distinction, firstly, between the people of the United States and their government and, secondly, 

within the U.S. government between the policy-makers and their subordinates. I said to these two 

Americans, "Tell the policy-makers in your government that we forbid you Americans to enter 

the Liberated Areas because your policy is to support Chiang Kai-shek against the Communists, 

and we have to be on our guard. You can come to the Liberated Areas if your purpose is to fight 

Japan, but there must first be an agreement. We will not permit you to nose around everywhere. 

Since Patrick J. Hurley [1] has publicly declared against co-operation with the Chinese 

Communist Party, why do you still want to come and prowl around in our Liberated Areas?"  

The U.S. government's policy of supporting Chiang Kai-shek against the Communists shows the 

brazenness of the U.S. reactionaries. But all the scheming of the reactionaries, whether Chinese 

or foreign, to prevent the Chinese people from achieving victory is doomed to failure. The 

democratic forces are the main current in the world today, while reaction is only a counter-current. 

The reactionary countercurrent is trying to swamp the main current of national independence and 

people's democracy, but it can never become the main current. Today, there are still three major 

contradictions in the old world, as Stalin pointed out long ago: first, the contradiction between 

the proletariat and the bourgeoisie in the imperialist countries; second, the contradiction between 

the various imperialist powers, and third, the contradiction between the colonial and semi-

colonial countries and the imperialist metropolitan countries. [2] Not only do these three 

contradictions continue to exist but they are becoming more acute and widespread. Because of 

their existence and growth, the time will come when the reactionary anti-Soviet, anti-Communist 

and anti-democratic counter-current still in existence today will be swept away.  

At this moment two congresses are being held in China, the Sixth National Congress of the 

Kuomintang and the Seventh National Congress of the Communist Party. They have completely 

different aims: the aim of one is to liquidate the Communist Party and all the other democratic 

forces in China and thus to plunge China into darkness; the aim of the other is to overthrow 

Japanese imperialism and its lackeys, the Chinese feudal forces, and build a new-democratic 
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China and thus to lead China to light. Those two lines are in conflict with each other. We firmly 

believe that, led by the Chinese Communist Party and guided by the line of its Seventh Congress, 

the Chinese people will achieve complete victory, while the Kuomintang's counter-revolutionary 

line will inevitably fail.  

 

Notes 

[l]. Patrick J. Hurley, a reactionary Republican Party politician, was appointed U.S. ambassador 

to China towards the end of 1944. In November 1945 he was forced to resign because his support 

for Chiang Kai-shek's anti-Communist policy roused the firm opposition of the Chinese people. 

Harley's open declaration against cooperation with the Chinese Communist Party was made on 

April 2, 1945 at a U.S. State Department press conference in Washington. For details, see "The 

Hurley-Chiang Duet Is a Flop", pp. 281-84 of this volume.  

[2]. See J. V. Stalin, "The Foundations of Leninism", Works, Eng. ed., FLPH, Moscow, 1953, Vol. 

VI, pp. 74-82.  
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The Communist Manifesto 

Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels 

1848 

 

A spectre is haunting Europe—the spectre of Communism. All the Powers of old Europe have 

entered into a holy alliance to exorcise this spectre: Pope and Czar, Metternich and Guizot, French 

Radicals and German police-spies.  

Where is the party in opposition that has not been decried as Communistic by its opponents in 

power? Where is the Opposition that has not hurled back the branding reproach of Communism, 

against the more advanced opposition parties, as well as against its reactionary adversaries?  

Two things result from this fact.  

I. Communism is already acknowledged by all European Powers to be itself a Power.  

II. It is high time that Communists should openly, in the face of the whole world, publish their 

views, their aims, their tendencies, and meet this nursery tale of the Spectre of Communism with 

a Manifesto of the party itself.  

To this end, Communists of various nationalities have assembled in London, and sketched the 

following Manifesto, to be published in the English, French, German, Italian, Flemish and Danish 

languages. 

  

1. Bourgeois and Proletarians 

The history of all hitherto existing societies is the history of class struggles.  

Freeman and slave, patrician and plebeian, lord and serf, guild-master and journeyman, in a word, 

oppressor and oppressed, stood in constant opposition to one another, carried on an uninterrupted, 

now hidden, now open fight, a fight that each time ended, either in a revolutionary re-constitution 

of society at large, or in the common ruin of the contending classes.  

In the earlier epochs of history, we find almost everywhere a complicated arrangement of society 

into various orders, a manifold gradation of social rank. In ancient Rome we have patricians, 

knights, plebeians, slaves; in the Middle Ages, feudal lords, vassals, guild-masters, journeymen, 

apprentices, serfs; in almost all of these classes, again, subordinate gradations.  

The modern bourgeois society that has sprouted from the ruins of feudal society has not done 

away with class antagonisms. It has but established new classes, new conditions of oppression, 
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new forms of struggle in place of the old ones. Our epoch, the epoch of the bourgeoisie, possesses, 

however, this distinctive feature: it has simplified the class antagonisms. Society as a whole is 

more and more splitting up into two great hostile camps, into two great classes, directly facing 

each other: Bourgeoisie and Proletariat.  

From the serfs of the Middle Ages sprang the chartered burghers of the earliest towns. From these 

burgesses the first elements of the bourgeoisie were developed.  

The discovery of America, the rounding of the Cape, opened up fresh ground for the rising 

bourgeoisie. The East-Indian and Chinese markets, the colonisation of America, trade with the 

colonies, the increase in the means of exchange and in commodities generally, gave to commerce, 

to navigation, to industry, an impulse never before known, and thereby, to the revolutionary 

element in the tottering feudal society, a rapid development.  

The feudal system of industry, under which industrial production was monopolised by closed 

guilds, now no longer sufficed for the growing wants of the new markets. The manufacturing 

system took its place. The guild-masters were pushed on one side by the manufacturing middle 

class; division of labour between the different corporate guilds vanished in the face of division of 

labour in each single workshop.  

Meantime the markets kept ever growing, the demand ever rising. Even manufacture no longer 

sufficed. Thereupon, steam and machinery revolutionised industrial production. The place of 

manufacture was taken by the giant, Modern Industry, the place of the industrial middle class, by 

industrial millionaires, the leaders of whole industrial armies, the modern bourgeois.  

Modern industry has established the world-market, for which the discovery of America paved the 

way. This market has given an immense development to commerce, to navigation, to 

communication by land. This development has, in its time, reacted on the extension of industry; 

and in proportion as industry, commerce, navigation, railways extended, in the same proportion 

the bourgeoisie developed, increased its capital, and pushed into the background every class 

handed down from the Middle Ages.  

We see, therefore, how the modern bourgeoisie is itself the product of a long course of 

development, of a series of revolutions in the modes of production and of exchange.  

Each step in the development of the bourgeoisie was accompanied by a corresponding political 

advance of that class. An oppressed class under the sway of the feudal nobility, an armed and self-

governing association in the mediaeval commune; here independent urban republic (as in Italy 

and Germany), there taxable “third estate” of the monarchy (as in France), afterwards, in the 

period of manufacture proper, serving either the semi-feudal or the absolute monarchy as a 

counterpoise against the nobility, and, in fact, corner-stone of the great monarchies in general, the 
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bourgeoisie has at last, since the establishment of Modern Industry and of the world-market, 

conquered for itself, in the modern representative State, exclusive political sway. The executive 

of the modern State is but a committee for managing the common affairs of the whole bourgeoisie.  

The bourgeoisie, historically, has played a most revolutionary part.  

The bourgeoisie, wherever it has got the upper hand, has put an end to all feudal, patriarchal, 

idyllic relations. It has pitilessly torn asunder the motley feudal ties that bound man to his “natural 

superiors,” and has left remaining no other nexus between man and man than naked self-interest, 

than callous “cash payment.” It has drowned the most heavenly ecstasies of religious fervour, of 

chivalrous enthusiasm, of philistine sentimentalism, in the icy water of egotistical calculation. It 

has resolved personal worth into exchange value, and in place of the numberless and indefeasible 

chartered freedoms, has set up that single, unconscionable freedom—Free Trade. In one word, 

for exploitation, veiled by religious and political illusions, naked, shameless, direct, brutal 

exploitation.  

The bourgeoisie has stripped of its halo every occupation hitherto honoured and looked up to with 

reverent awe. It has converted the physician, the lawyer, the priest, the poet, the man of science, 

into its paid wage labourers.  

The bourgeoisie has torn away from the family its sentimental veil, and has reduced the family 

relation to a mere money relation.  

The bourgeoisie has disclosed how it came to pass that the brutal display of vigour in the Middle 

Ages, which Reactionists so much admire, found its fitting complement in the most slothful 

indolence. It has been the first to show what man’s activity can bring about. It has accomplished 

wonders far surpassing Egyptian pyramids, Roman aqueducts, and Gothic cathedrals; it has 

conducted expeditions that put in the shade all former Exoduses of nations and crusades.  

The bourgeoisie cannot exist without constantly revolutionising the instruments of production, 

and thereby the relations of production, and with them the whole relations of society. 

Conservation of the old modes of production in unaltered form, was, on the contrary, the first 

condition of existence for all earlier industrial classes. Constant revolutionising of production, 

uninterrupted disturbance of all social conditions, everlasting uncertainty and agitation 

distinguish the bourgeois epoch from all earlier ones. All fixed, fast-frozen relations, with their 

train of ancient and venerable prejudices and opinions, are swept away, all new-formed ones 

become antiquated before they can ossify. All that is solid melts into air, all that is holy is 

profaned, and man is at last compelled to face with sober senses, his real conditions of life, and 

his relations with his kind.  
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The need of a constantly expanding market for its products chases the bourgeoisie over the whole 

surface of the globe. It must nestle everywhere, settle everywhere, establish connexions 

everywhere.  

The bourgeoisie has through its exploitation of the world-market given a cosmopolitan character 

to production and consumption in every country. To the great chagrin of Reactionists, it has drawn 

from under the feet of industry the national ground on which it stood. All old-established national 

industries have been destroyed or are daily being destroyed. They are dislodged by new industries, 

whose introduction becomes a life and death question for all civilised nations, by industries that 

no longer work up indigenous raw material, but raw material drawn from the remotest zones; 

industries whose products are consumed, not only at home, but in every quarter of the globe. In 

place of the old wants, satisfied by the productions of the country, we find new wants, requiring 

for their satisfaction the products of distant lands and climes. In place of the old local and national 

seclusion and self-sufficiency, we have intercourse in every direction, universal inter-dependence 

of nations. And as in material, so also in intellectual production. The intellectual creations of 

individual nations become common property. National one-sidedness and narrow-mindedness 

become more and more impossible, and from the numerous national and local literatures, there 

arises a world literature.  

The bourgeoisie, by the rapid improvement of all instruments of production, by the immensely 

facilitated means of communication, draws all, even the most barbarian, nations into civilisation. 

The cheap prices of its commodities are the heavy artillery with which it batters down all Chinese 

walls, with which it forces the barbarians’ intensely obstinate hatred of foreigners to capitulate. It 

compels all nations, on pain of extinction, to adopt the bourgeois mode of production; it compels 

them to introduce what it calls civilisation into their midst, i.e., to become bourgeois themselves. 

In one word, it creates a world after its own image.  

The bourgeoisie has subjected the country to the rule of the towns. It has created enormous cities, 

has greatly increased the urban population as compared with the rural, and has thus rescued a 

considerable part of the population from the idiocy of rural life. Just as it has made the country 

dependent on the towns, so it has made barbarian and semi-barbarian countries dependent on the 

civilised ones, nations of peasants on nations of bourgeois, the East on the West.  

The bourgeoisie keeps more and more doing away with the scattered state of the population, of 

the means of production, and of property. It has agglomerated production, and has concentrated 

property in a few hands. The necessary consequence of this was political centralisation. 

Independent, or but loosely connected provinces, with separate interests, laws, governments and 

systems of taxation, became lumped together into one nation, with one government, one code of 

laws, one national class-interest, one frontier and one customs-tariff. The bourgeoisie, during its 
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rule of scarce one hundred years, has created more massive and more colossal productive forces 

than have all preceding generations together. Subjection of Nature’s forces to man, machinery, 

application of chemistry to industry and agriculture, steam-navigation, railways, electric 

telegraphs, clearing of whole continents for cultivation, canalisation of rivers, whole populations 

conjured out of the ground—what earlier century had even a presentiment that such productive 

forces slumbered in the lap of social labour?  

We see then: the means of production and of exchange, on whose foundation the bourgeoisie built 

itself up, were generated in feudal society. At a certain stage in the development of these means 

of production and of exchange, the conditions under which feudal society produced and 

exchanged, the feudal organisation of agriculture and manufacturing industry, in one word, the 

feudal relations of property became no longer compatible with the already developed productive 

forces; they became so many fetters. They had to be burst asunder; they were burst asunder.  

Into their place stepped free competition, accompanied by a social and political constitution 

adapted to it, and by the economical and political sway of the bourgeois class.  

A similar movement is going on before our own eyes. Modern bourgeois society with its relations 

of production, of exchange and of property, a society that has conjured up such gigantic means of 

production and of exchange, is like the sorcerer, who is no longer able to control the powers of 

the nether world whom he has called up by his spells. For many a decade past the history of 

industry and commerce is but the history of the revolt of modern productive forces against modern 

conditions of production, against the property relations that are the conditions for the existence 

of the bourgeoisie and of its rule. It is enough to mention the commercial crises that by their 

periodical return put on its trial, each time more threateningly, the existence of the entire 

bourgeois society. In these crises a great part not only of the existing products, but also of the 

previously created productive forces, are periodically destroyed. In these crises there breaks out 

an epidemic that, in all earlier epochs, would have seemed an absurdity—the epidemic of over-

production. Society suddenly finds itself put back into a state of momentary barbarism; it appears 

as if a famine, a universal war of devastation had cut off the supply of every means of subsistence; 

industry and commerce seem to be destroyed; and why? Because there is too much civilisation, 

too much means of subsistence, too much industry, too much commerce. The productive forces 

at the disposal of society no longer tend to further the development of the conditions of bourgeois 

property; on the contrary, they have become too powerful for these conditions, by which they are 

fettered, and so soon as they overcome these fetters, they bring disorder into the whole of 

bourgeois society, endanger the existence of bourgeois property. The conditions of bourgeois 

society are too narrow to comprise the wealth created by them. And how does the bourgeoisie get 

over these crises? On the one hand inforced destruction of a mass of productive forces; on the 

other, by the conquest of new markets, and by the more thorough exploitation of the old ones. 
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That is to say, by paving the way for more extensive and more destructive crises, and by 

diminishing the means whereby crises are prevented.  

The weapons with which the bourgeoisie felled feudalism to the ground are now turned against 

the bourgeoisie itself.  

But not only has the bourgeoisie forged the weapons that bring death to itself; it has also called 

into existence the men who are to wield those weapons—the modern working class—the 

proletarians.  

In proportion as the bourgeoisie, i.e., capital, is developed, in the same proportion is the 

proletariat, the modern working class, developed—a class of labourers, who live only so long as 

they find work, and who find work only so long as their labour increases capital. These labourers, 

who must sell themselves piece-meal, are a commodity, like every other article of commerce, and 

are consequently exposed to all the vicissitudes of competition, to all the fluctuations of the 

market.  

Owing to the extensive use of machinery and to division of labour, the work of the proletarians 

has lost all individual character, and consequently, all charm for the workman. He becomes an 

appendage of the machine, and it is only the most simple, most monotonous, and most easily 

acquired knack, that is required of him. Hence, the cost of production of a workman is restricted, 

almost entirely, to the means of subsistence that he requires for his maintenance, and for the 

propagation of his race. But the price of a commodity, and therefore also of labour, is equal to its 

cost of production. In proportion therefore, as the repulsiveness of the work increases, the wage 

decreases. Nay more, in proportion as the use of machinery and division of labour increases, in 

the same proportion the burden of toil also increases, whether by prolongation of the working 

hours, by increase of the work exacted in a given time or by increased speed of the machinery, 

etc.  

Modern industry has converted the little workshop of the patriarchal master into the great factory 

of the industrial capitalist. Masses of labourers, crowded into the factory, are organised like 

soldiers. As privates of the industrial army they are placed under the command of a perfect 

hierarchy of officers and sergeants. Not only are they slaves of the bourgeois class, and of the 

bourgeois State; they are daily and hourly enslaved by the machine, by the over-looker, and, above 

all, by the individual bourgeois manufacturer himself. The more openly this despotism proclaims 

gain to be its end and aim, the more petty, the more hateful and the more embittering it is.  

The less the skill and exertion of strength implied in manual labour, in other words, the more 

modern industry becomes developed, the more is the labour of men superseded by that of women. 

Differences of age and sex have no longer any distinctive social validity for the working class. 

All are instruments of labour, more or less expensive to use, according to their age and sex.  
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No sooner is the exploitation of the labourer by the manufacturer, so far at an end, that he receives 

his wages in cash, than he is set upon by the other portions of the bourgeoisie, the landlord, the 

shopkeeper, the pawnbroker, etc.  

The lower strata of the middle class—the small tradespeople, shopkeepers, retired tradesmen 

generally, the handicraftsmen and peasants—all these sink gradually into the proletariat, partly 

because their diminutive capital does not suffice for the scale on which Modern Industry is carried 

on, and is swamped in the competition with the large capitalists, partly because their specialized 

skill is rendered worthless by the new methods of production. Thus the proletariat is recruited 

from all classes of the population.  

The proletariat goes through various stages of development. With its birth begins its struggle with 

the bourgeoisie. At first the contest is carried on by individual labourers, then by the workpeople 

of a factory, then by the operatives of one trade, in one locality, against the individual bourgeois 

who directly exploits them. They direct their attacks not against the bourgeois conditions of 

production, but against the instruments of production themselves; they destroy imported wares 

that compete with their labour, they smash to pieces machinery, they set factories ablaze, they 

seek to restore by force the vanished status of the workman of the Middle Ages.  

At this stage the labourers still form an incoherent mass scattered over the whole country, and 

broken up by their mutual competition. If anywhere they unite to form more compact bodies, this 

is not yet the consequence of their own active union, but of the union of the bourgeoisie, which 

class, in order to attain its own political ends, is compelled to set the whole proletariat in motion, 

and is moreover yet, for a time, able to do so. At this stage, therefore, the proletarians do not fight 

their enemies, but the enemies of their enemies, the remnants of absolute monarchy, the 

landowners, the non-industrial bourgeois, the petty bourgeoisie. Thus the whole historical 

movement is concentrated in the hands of the bourgeoisie; every victory so obtained is a victory 

for the bourgeoisie.  

But with the development of industry the proletariat not only increases in number; it becomes 

concentrated in greater masses, its strength grows, and it feels that strength more. The various 

interests and conditions of life within the ranks of the proletariat are more and more equalised, in 

proportion as machinery obliterates all distinctions of labour, and nearly everywhere reduces 

wages to the same low level. The growing competition among the bourgeois, and the resulting 

commercial crises, make the wages of the workers ever more fluctuating. The unceasing 

improvement of machinery, ever more rapidly developing, makes their livelihood more and more 

precarious; the collisions between individual workmen and individual bourgeois take more and 

more the character of collisions between two classes. Thereupon the workers begin to form 

combinations (Trades Unions) against the bourgeois; they club together in order to keep up the 
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rate of wages; they found permanent associations in order to make provision beforehand for these 

occasional revolts. Here and there the contest breaks out into riots.  

Now and then the workers are victorious, but only for a time. The real fruit of their battles lies, 

not in the immediate result, but in the ever-expanding union of the workers. This union is helped 

on by the improved means of communication that are created by modern industry and that place 

the workers of different localities in contact with one another. It was just this contact that was 

needed to centralise the numerous local struggles, all of the same character, into one national 

struggle between classes. But every class struggle is a political struggle. And that union, to attain 

which the burghers of the Middle Ages, with their miserable highways, required centuries, the 

modern proletarians, thanks to railways, achieve in a few years.  

This organisation of the proletarians into a class, and consequently into a political party, is 

continually being upset again by the competition between the workers themselves. But it ever 

rises up again, stronger, firmer, mightier. It compels legislative recognition of particular interests 

of the workers, by taking advantage of the divisions among the bourgeoisie itself. Thus the ten-

hours’ bill in England was carried.  

Altogether collisions between the classes of the old society further, in many ways, the course of 

development of the proletariat. The bourgeoisie finds itself involved in a constant battle. At first 

with the aristocracy; later on, with those portions of the bourgeoisie itself, whose interests have 

become antagonistic to the progress of industry; at all times, with the bourgeoisie of foreign 

countries. In all these battles it sees itself compelled to appeal to the proletariat, to ask for its help, 

and thus, to drag it into the political arena. The bourgeoisie itself, therefore, supplies the 

proletariat with its own instruments of political and general education, in other words, it furnishes 

the proletariat with weapons for fighting the bourgeoisie.  

Further, as we have already seen, entire sections of the ruling classes are, by the advance of 

industry, precipitated into the proletariat, or are at least threatened in their conditions of existence. 

These also supply the proletariat with fresh elements of enlightenment and progress.  

Finally, in times when the class struggle nears the decisive hour, the process of dissolution going 

on within the ruling class, in fact within the whole range of society, assumes such a violent, 

glaring character, that a small section of the ruling class cuts itself adrift, and joins the 

revolutionary class, the class that holds the future in its hands. Just as, therefore, at an earlier 

period, a section of the nobility went over to the bourgeoisie, so now a portion of the bourgeoisie 

goes over to the proletariat, and in particular, a portion of the bourgeois ideologists, who have 

raised themselves to the level of comprehending theoretically the historical movement as a whole.  

Of all the classes that stand face to face with the bourgeoisie today, the proletariat alone is a really 

revolutionary class. The other classes decay and finally disappear in the face of Modern Industry; 
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the proletariat is its special and essential product. The lower middle class, the small manufacturer, 

the shopkeeper, the artisan, the peasant, all these fight against the bourgeoisie, to save from 

extinction their existence as fractions of the middle class. They are therefore not revolutionary, 

but conservative. Nay more, they are reactionary, for they try to roll back the wheel of history. If 

by chance they are revolutionary, they are so only in view of their impending transfer into the 

proletariat, they thus defend not their present, but their future interests, they desert their own 

standpoint to place themselves at that of the proletariat.  

The “dangerous class,” the social scum, that passively rotting mass thrown off by the lowest 

layers of old society, may, here and there, be swept into the movement by a proletarian revolution; 

its conditions of life, however, prepare it far more for the part of a bribed tool of reactionary 

intrigue.  

In the conditions of the proletariat, those of old society at large are already virtually swamped. 

The proletarian is without property; his relation to his wife and children has no longer anything 

in common with the bourgeois family-relations; modern industrial labour, modern subjection to 

capital, the same in England as in France, in America as in Germany, has stripped him of every 

trace of national character. Law, morality, religion, are to him so many bourgeois prejudices, 

behind which lurk in ambush just as many bourgeois interests.  

All the preceding classes that got the upper hand, sought to fortify their already acquired status 

by subjecting society at large to their conditions of appropriation. The proletarians cannot become 

masters of the productive forces of society, except by abolishing their own previous mode of 

appropriation, and thereby also every other previous mode of appropriation. They have nothing 

of their own to secure and to fortify; their mission is to destroy all previous securities for, and 

insurances of, individual property.  

All previous historical movements were movements of minorities, or in the interests of minorities. 

The proletarian movement is the self-conscious, independent movement of the immense majority, 

in the interests of the immense majority. The proletariat, the lowest stratum of our present society, 

cannot stir, cannot raise itself up, without the whole superincumbent strata of official society 

being sprung into the air.  

Though not in substance, yet in form, the struggle of the proletariat with the bourgeoisie is at first 

a national struggle. The proletariat of each country must, of course, first of all settle matters with 

its own bourgeoisie.  

In depicting the most general phases of the development of the proletariat, we traced the more or 

less veiled civil war, raging within existing society, up to the point where that war breaks out into 

open revolution, and where the violent overthrow of the bourgeoisie lays the foundation for the 

sway of the proletariat.  
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Hitherto, every form of society has been based, as we have already seen, on the antagonism of 

oppressing and oppressed classes. But in order to oppress a class, certain conditions must be 

assured to it under which it can, at least, continue its slavish existence. The serf, in the period of 

serfdom, raised himself to membership in the commune, just as the petty bourgeois, under the 

yoke of feudal absolutism, managed to develop into a bourgeois. The modern laborer, on the 

contrary, instead of rising with the progress of industry, sinks deeper and deeper below the 

conditions of existence of his own class. He becomes a pauper, and pauperism develops more 

rapidly than population and wealth. And here it becomes evident, that the bourgeoisie is unfit any 

longer to be the ruling class in society, and to impose its conditions of existence upon society as 

an over-riding law. It is unfit to rule because it is incompetent to assure an existence to its slave 

within his slavery, because it cannot help letting him sink into such a state, that it has to feed him, 

instead of being fed by him. Society can no longer live under this bourgeoisie, in other words, its 

existence is no longer compatible with society.  

The essential condition for the existence, and for the sway of the bourgeois class, is the formation 

and augmentation of capital; the condition for capital is wage-labour. Wage-labour rests 

exclusively on competition between the laborers. The advance of industry, whose involuntary 

promoter is the bourgeoisie, replaces the isolation of the labourers, due to competition, by their 

revolutionary combination, due to association. The development of Modern Industry, therefore, 

cuts from under its feet the very foundation on which the bourgeoisie produces and appropriates 

products. What the bourgeoisie, therefore, produces, above all, is its own grave-diggers. Its fall 

and the victory of the proletariat are equally inevitable.  

 

2. Proletarians and Communists 

In what relation do the Communists stand to the proletarians as a whole?  

The Communists do not form a separate party opposed to other working-class parties.  

They have no interests separate and apart from those of the proletariat as a whole.  

They do not set up any sectarian principles of their own, by which to shape and mould the 

proletarian movement.  

The Communists are distinguished from the other working-class parties by this only: (1) In the 

national struggles of the proletarians of the different countries, they point out and bring to the 

front the common interests of the entire proletariat, independently of all nationality. (2) In the 

various stages of development which the struggle of the working class against the bourgeoisie 

has to pass through, they always and everywhere represent the interests of the movement as a 

whole.  
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The Communists, therefore, are on the one hand, practically, the most advanced and resolute 

section of the working-class parties of every country, that section which pushes forward all others; 

on the other hand, theoretically, they have over the great mass of the proletariat the advantage of 

clearly understanding the line of march, the conditions, and the ultimate general results of the 

proletarian movement.  

The immediate aim of the Communist is the same as that of all the other proletarian parties: 

formation of the proletariat into a class, overthrow of the bourgeois supremacy, conquest of 

political power by the proletariat.  

The theoretical conclusions of the Communists are in no way based on ideas or principles that 

have been invented, or discovered, by this or that would-be universal reformer. They merely 

express, in general terms, actual relations springing from an existing class struggle, from a 

historical movement going on under our very eyes. The abolition of existing property relations is 

not at all a distinctive feature of Communism.  

All property relations in the past have continually been subject to historical change consequent 

upon the change in historical conditions.  

The French Revolution, for example, abolished feudal property in favour of bourgeois property.  

The distinguishing feature of Communism is not the abolition of property generally, but the 

abolition of bourgeois property. But modern bourgeois private property is the final and most 

complete expression of the system of producing and appropriating products, that is based on class 

antagonisms, on the exploitation of the many by the few.  

In this sense, the theory of the Communists may be summed up in the single sentence: Abolition 

of private property.  

We Communists have been reproached with the desire of abolishing the right of personally 

acquiring property as the fruit of a man’s own labour, which property is alleged to be the 

groundwork of all personal freedom, activity and independence.  

Hard-won, self-acquired, self-earned property! Do you mean the property of the petty artisan and 

of the small peasant, a form of property that preceded the bourgeois form? There is no need to 

abolish that; the development of industry has to a great extent already destroyed it, and is still 

destroying it daily.  

Or do you mean modern bourgeois private property?  

But does wage-labour create any property for the labourer? Not a bit. It creates capital, i.e., that 

kind of property which exploits wage-labour, and which cannot increase except upon condition 

of begetting a new supply of wage-labour for fresh exploitation. Property, in its present form, is 
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based on the antagonism of capital and wage-labour. Let us examine both sides of this 

antagonism.  

To be a capitalist, is to have not only a purely personal, but a social status in production. Capital 

is a collective product, and only by the united action of many members, nay, in the last resort, 

only by the united action of all members of society, can it be set in motion.  

Capital is, therefore, not a personal, it is a social power.  

When, therefore, capital is converted into common property, into the property of all members of 

society, personal property is not thereby transformed into social property. It is only the social 

character of the property that is changed. It loses its class-character.  

Let us now take wage-labour.  

The average price of wage-labour is the minimum wage, i.e., that quantum of the means of 

subsistence, which is absolutely requisite in bare existence as a labourer. What, therefore, the 

wage-labourer appropriates by means of his labour, merely suffices to prolong and reproduce a 

bare existence. We by no means intend to abolish this personal appropriation of the products of 

labour, an appropriation that is made for the maintenance and reproduction of human life, and 

that leaves no surplus wherewith to command the labour of others. All that we want to do away 

with, is the miserable character of this appropriation, under which the labourer lives merely to 

increase capital, and is allowed to live only in so far as the interest of the ruling class requires it.  

In bourgeois society, living labour is but a means to increase accumulated labour. In Communist 

society, accumulated labour is but a means to widen, to enrich, to promote the existence of the 

labourer.  

In bourgeois society, therefore, the past dominates the present; in Communist society, the present 

dominates the past. In bourgeois society capital is independent and has individuality, while the 

living person is dependent and has no individuality.  

And the abolition of this state of things is called by the bourgeois, abolition of individuality and 

freedom! And rightly so. The abolition of bourgeois individuality, bourgeois independence, and 

bourgeois freedom is undoubtedly aimed at.  

By freedom is meant, under the present bourgeois conditions of production, free trade, free selling 

and buying.  

But if selling and buying disappears, free selling and buying disappears also. This talk about free 

selling and buying, and all the other “brave words” of our bourgeoisie about freedom in general, 

have a meaning, if any, only in contrast with restricted selling and buying, with the fettered traders 
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of the Middle Ages, but have no meaning when opposed to the Communistic abolition of buying 

and selling, of the bourgeois conditions of production, and of the bourgeoisie itself.  

You are horrified at our intending to do away with private property. But in your existing society, 

private property is already done away with for nine-tenths of the population; its existence for the 

few is solely due to its non-existence in the hands of those nine-tenths. You reproach us, therefore, 

with intending to do away with a form of property, the necessary condition for whose existence 

is the non-existence of any property for the immense majority of society.  

In one word, you reproach us with intending to do away with your property. Precisely so; that is 

just what we intend.  

From the moment when labour can no longer be converted into capital, money, or rent, into a 

social power capable of being monopolised, i.e., from the moment when individual property can 

no longer be transformed into bourgeois property, into capital, from that moment, you say 

individuality vanishes.  

You must, therefore, confess that by “individual” you mean no other person than the bourgeois, 

than the middle-class owner of property. This person must, indeed, be swept out of the way, and 

made impossible.  

Communism deprives no man of the power to appropriate the products of society; all that it does 

is to deprive him of the power to subjugate the labour of others by means of such appropriation.  

It has been objected that upon the abolition of private property all work will cease, and universal 

laziness will overtake us.  

According to this, bourgeois society ought long ago to have gone to the dogs through sheer 

idleness; for those of its members who work, acquire nothing, and those who acquire anything, 

do not work. The whole of this objection is but another expression of the tautology: that there can 

no longer be any wage-labour when there is no longer any capital.  

All objections urged against the Communistic mode of producing and appropriating material 

products, have, in the same way, been urged against the Communistic modes of producing and 

appropriating intellectual products. Just as, to the bourgeois, the disappearance of class property 

is the disappearance of production itself, so the disappearance of class culture is to him identical 

with the disappearance of all culture.  

That culture, the loss of which he laments, is, for the enormous majority, a mere training to act as 

a machine.  

But don’t wrangle with us so long as you apply, to our intended abolition of bourgeois property, 

the standard of your bourgeois notions of freedom, culture, law, etc. Your very ideas are but the 
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outgrowth of the conditions of your bourgeois production and bourgeois property, just as your 

jurisprudence is but the will of your class made into a law for all, a will, whose essential character 

and direction are determined by the economical conditions of existence of your class.  

The selfish misconception that induces you to transform into eternal laws of nature and of reason, 

the social forms springing from your present mode of production and form of property—historical 

relations that rise and disappear in the progress of production—this misconception you share with 

every ruling class that has preceded you. What you see clearly in the case of ancient property, 

what you admit in the case of feudal property, you are of course forbidden to admit in the case of 

your own bourgeois form of property.  

Abolition of the family! Even the most radical flare up at this infamous proposal of the 

Communists.  

On what foundation is the present family, the bourgeois family, based? On capital, on private 

gain. In its completely developed form this family exists only among the bourgeoisie. But this 

state of things finds its complement in the practical absence of the family among the proletarians, 

and in public prostitution.  

The bourgeois family will vanish as a matter of course when its complement vanishes, and both 

will vanish with the vanishing of capital.  

Do you charge us with wanting to stop the exploitation of children by their parents? To this crime 

we plead guilty.  

But, you will say, we destroy the most hallowed of relations, when we replace home education 

by social.  

And your education! Is not that also social, and determined by the social conditions under which 

you educate, by the intervention, direct or indirect, of society, by means of schools, etc.? The 

Communists have not invented the intervention of society in education; they do but seek to alter 

the character of that intervention, and to rescue education from the influence of the ruling class.  

The bourgeois clap-trap about the family and education, about the hallowed co-relation of parent 

and child, becomes all the more disgusting, the more, by the action of Modern Industry, all family 

ties among the proletarians are torn asunder, and their children transformed into simple articles 

of commerce and instruments of labour.  

But you Communists would introduce community of women, screams the whole bourgeoisie in 

chorus.  
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The bourgeois sees in his wife a mere instrument of production. He hears that the instruments of 

production are to be exploited in common, and, naturally, can come to no other conclusion than 

that the lot of being common to all will likewise fall to the women.  

He has not even a suspicion that the real point is to do away with the status of women as mere 

instruments of production.  

For the rest, nothing is more ridiculous than the virtuous indignation of our bourgeois at the 

community of women which, they pretend, is to be openly and officially established by the 

Communists. The Communists have no need to introduce community of women; it has existed 

almost from time immemorial.  

Our bourgeois, not content with having the wives and daughters of their proletarians at their 

disposal, not to speak of common prostitutes, take the greatest pleasure in seducing each other’s 

wives.  

Bourgeois marriage is in reality a system of wives in common and thus, at the most, what the 

Communists might possibly be reproached with, is that they desire to introduce, in substitution 

for a hypocritically concealed, an openly legalised community of women. For the rest, it is self-

evident that the abolition of the present system of production must bring with it the abolition of 

the community of women springing from that system, i.e., of prostitution both public and private.  

The Communists are further reproached with desiring to abolish countries and nationality.  

The working men have no country. We cannot take from them what they have not got. Since the 

proletariat must first of all acquire political supremacy, must rise to be the leading class of the 

nation, must constitute itself the nation, it is, so far, itself national, though not in the bourgeois 

sense of the word.  

National differences and antagonisms between peoples are daily more and more vanishing, owing 

to the development of the bourgeoisie, to freedom of commerce, to the world-market, to 

uniformity in the mode of production and in the conditions of life corresponding thereto.  

The supremacy of the proletariat will cause them to vanish still faster. United action, of the leading 

civilised countries at least, is one of the first conditions for the emancipation of the proletariat.  

In proportion as the exploitation of one individual by another is put an end to, the exploitation of 

one nation by another will also be put an end to. In proportion as the antagonism between classes 

within the nation vanishes, the hostility of one nation to another will come to an end.  

The charges against Communism made from a religious, a philosophical, and, generally, from an 

ideological standpoint, are not deserving of serious examination.  
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Does it require deep intuition to comprehend that man’s ideas, views and conceptions, in one 

word, man’s consciousness, changes with every change in the conditions of his material existence, 

in his social relations and in his social life?  

What else does the history of ideas prove, than that intellectual production changes its character 

in proportion as material production is changed? The ruling ideas of each age have ever been the 

ideas of its ruling class.  

When people speak of ideas that revolutionise society, they do but express the fact, that within 

the old society, the elements of a new one have been created, and that the dissolution of the old 

ideas keeps even pace with the dissolution of the old conditions of existence.  

When the ancient world was in its last throes, the ancient religions were overcome by Christianity. 

When Christian ideas succumbed in the 18th century to rationalist ideas, feudal society fought its 

death battle with the then revolutionary bourgeoisie. The ideas of religious liberty and freedom 

of conscience merely gave expression to the sway of free competition within the domain of 

knowledge.  

“Undoubtedly,” it will be said, “religious, moral, philosophical and juridical ideas have been 

modified in the course of historical development. But religion, morality philosophy, political 

science, and law, constantly survived this change.”  

“There are, besides, eternal truths, such as Freedom, Justice, etc. that are common to all states of 

society. But Communism abolishes eternal truths, it abolishes all religion, and all morality, instead 

of constituting them on a new basis; it therefore acts in contradiction to all past historical 

experience.”  

What does this accusation reduce itself to? The history of all past society has consisted in the 

development of class antagonisms, antagonisms that assumed different forms at different epochs.  

But whatever form they may have taken, one fact is common to all past ages, viz., the exploitation 

of one part of society by the other. No wonder, then, that the social consciousness of past ages, 

despite all the multiplicity and variety it displays, moves within certain common forms, or general 

ideas, which cannot completely vanish except with the total disappearance of class antagonisms.  

The Communist revolution is the most radical rupture with traditional property relations; no 

wonder that its development involves the most radical rupture with traditional ideas.  

But let us have done with the bourgeois objections to Communism.  

We have seen above, that the first step in the revolution by the working class, is to raise the 

proletariat to the position of ruling as to win the battle of democracy.  
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The proletariat will use its political supremacy to wrest, by degrees, all capital from the 

bourgeoisie, to centralise all instruments of production in the hands of the State, i.e., of the 

proletariat organised as the ruling class; and to increase the total of productive forces as rapidly 

as possible.  

Of course, in the beginning, this cannot be effected except by means of despotic inroads on the 

rights of property, and on the conditions of bourgeois production; by means of measures, 

therefore, which appear economically insufficient and untenable, but which, in the course of the 

movement, outstrip themselves, necessitate further inroads upon the old social order, and are 

unavoidable as a means of entirely revolutionising the mode of production.  

These measures will of course be different in different countries.  

Nevertheless in the most advanced countries, the following will be pretty generally applicable.  

1. Abolition of property in land and application of all rents of land to public purposes.  

2. A heavy progressive or graduated income tax.  

3. Abolition of all right of inheritance.  

4. Confiscation of the property of all emigrants and rebels.  

5. Centralisation of credit in the hands of the State, by means of a national bank with State capital 

and an exclusive monopoly.  

6. Centralisation of the means of communication and transport in the hands of the State.  

7. Extension of factories and instruments of production owned by the State; the bringing into 

cultivation of waste-lands, and the improvement of the soil generally in accordance with a 

common plan.  

8. Equal liability of all to labour. Establishment of industrial armies, especially for agriculture.  

9. Combination of agriculture with manufacturing industries; gradual abolition of the distinction 

between town and country, by a more equable distribution of the population over the country.  

10. Free education for all children in public schools.     Abolition of children’s factory labour in 

its present form.     Combination of education with industrial production, &c., &c.  

When, in the course of development, class distinctions have disappeared, and all production has 

been concentrated in the hands of a vast association of the whole nation, the public power will 

lose its political character. Political power, properly so called, is merely the organised power of 

one class for oppressing another. If the proletariat during its contest with the bourgeoisie is 

compelled, by the force of circumstances, to organise itself as a class, if, by means of a revolution, 
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it makes itself the ruling class, and, as such, sweeps away by force the old conditions of 

production, then it will, along with these conditions, have swept away the conditions for the 

existence of class antagonisms and of classes generally, and will thereby have abolished its own 

supremacy as a class.  

In place of the old bourgeois society, with its classes and class antagonisms, we shall have an 

association, in which the free development of each is the condition for the free development of 

all.  

 

3. Socialist and Communist Literature 

 

1. REACTIONARY SOCIALISM 

A. Feudal Socialism  

Owing to their historical position, it became the vocation of the aristocracies of France and 

England to write pamphlets against modern bourgeois society. In the French revolution of July 

1830, and in the English reform agitation, these aristocracies again succumbed to the hateful 

upstart. Thenceforth, a serious political contest was altogether out of the question. A literary battle 

alone remained possible. But even in the domain of literature the old cries of the restoration period 

had become impossible.  

In order to arouse sympathy, the aristocracy were obliged to lose sight, apparently, of their own 

interests, and to formulate their indictment against the bourgeoisie in the interest of the exploited 

working class alone. Thus the aristocracy took their revenge by singing lampoons on their new 

master, and whispering in his ears sinister prophecies of coming catastrophe.  

In this way arose Feudal Socialism: half lamentation, half lampoon; half echo of the past, half 

menace of the future; at times, by its bitter, witty and incisive criticism, striking the bourgeoisie 

to the very heart’s core; but always ludicrous in its effect, through total incapacity to comprehend 

the march of modern history.  

The aristocracy, in order to rally the people to them, waved the proletarian alms-bag in front for 

a banner. But the people, so often as it joined them, saw on their hindquarters the old feudal coats 

of arms, and deserted with loud and irreverent laughter.  

One section of the French Legitimists and “Young England” exhibited this spectacle.  

In pointing out that their mode of exploitation was different to that of the bourgeoisie, the 

feudalists forget that they exploited under circumstances and conditions that were quite different, 
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and that are now antiquated. In showing that, under their rule, the modern proletariat never 

existed, they forget that the modern bourgeoisie is the necessary offspring of their own form of 

society.  

For the rest, so little do they conceal the reactionary character of their criticism that their chief 

accusation against the bourgeoisie amounts to this, that under the bourgeois regime a class is 

being developed, which is destined to cut up root and branch the old order of society.  

What they upbraid the bourgeoisie with is not so much that it creates a proletariat, as that it creates 

a revolutionary proletariat.  

In political practice, therefore, they join in all coercive measures against the working class; and 

in ordinary life, despite their high falutin phrases, they stoop to pick up the golden apples dropped 

from the tree of industry, and to barter truth, love, and honour for traffic in wool, beetroot-sugar, 

and potato spirits.  

As the parson has ever gone hand in hand with the landlord, so has Clerical Socialism with Feudal 

Socialism.  

Nothing is easier than to give Christian asceticism a Socialist tinge. Has not Christianity 

declaimed against private property, against marriage, against the State? Has it not preached in the 

place of these, charity and poverty, celibacy and mortification of the flesh, monastic life and 

Mother Church? Christian Socialism is but the holy water with which the priest consecrates the 

heart-burnings of the aristocrat.  

B. Petty-Bourgeois Socialism  

The feudal aristocracy was not the only class that was ruined by the bourgeoisie, not the only 

class whose conditions of existence pined and perished in the atmosphere of modern bourgeois 

society. The mediaeval burgesses and the small peasant proprietors were the precursors of the 

modern bourgeoisie. In those countries which are but little developed, industrially and 

commercially, these two classes still vegetate side by side with the rising bourgeoisie.  

In countries where modern civilisation has become fully developed, a new class of petty bourgeois 

has been formed, fluctuating between proletariat and bourgeoisie and ever renewing itself as a 

supplementary part of bourgeois society. The individual members of this class, however, are being 

constantly hurled down into the proletariat by the action of competition, and, as modern industry 

develops, they even see the moment approaching when they will completely disappear as an 

independent section of modern society, to be replaced, in manufactures, agriculture and 

commerce, by overlookers, bailiffs and shopmen.  
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In countries like France, where the peasants constitute far more than half of the population, it was 

natural that writers who sided with the proletariat against the bourgeoisie, should use, in their 

criticism of the bourgeois regime, the standard of the peasant and petty bourgeois, and from the 

standpoint of these intermediate classes should take up the cudgels for the working class. Thus 

arose petty-bourgeois Socialism. Sismondi was the head of this school, not only in France but 

also in England.  

This school of Socialism dissected with great acuteness the contradictions in the conditions of 

modern production. It laid bare the hypocritical apologies of economists. It proved, 

incontrovertibly, the disastrous effects of machinery and division of labour; the concentration of 

capital and land in a few hands; overproduction and crises; it pointed out the inevitable ruin of 

the petty bourgeois and peasant, the misery of the proletariat, the anarchy in production, the crying 

inequalities in the distribution of wealth, the industrial war of extermination between nations, the 

dissolution of old moral bonds, of the old family relations, of the old nationalities.  

In its positive aims, however, this form of Socialism aspires either to restoring the old means of 

production and of exchange, and with them the old property relations, and the old society, or to 

cramping the modern means of production and of exchange, within the framework of the old 

property relations that have been, and were bound to be, exploded by those means. In either case, 

it is both reactionary and Utopian.  

Its last words are: corporate guilds for manufacture, patriarchal relations in agriculture.  

Ultimately, when stubborn historical facts had dispersed all intoxicating effects of self-deception, 

this form of Socialism ended in a miserable fit of the blues.  

C. German, or “True,” Socialism  

The Socialist and Communist literature of France, a literature that originated under the pressure 

of a bourgeoisie in power, and that was the expression of the struggle against this power, was 

introduced into Germany at a time when the bourgeoisie, in that country, had just begun its contest 

with feudal absolutism.  

German philosophers, would-be philosophers, and beaux esprits, eagerly seized on this literature, 

only forgetting, that when these writings immigrated from France into Germany, French social 

conditions had not immigrated along with them. In contact with German social conditions, this 

French literature lost all its immediate practical significance, and assumed a purely literary aspect. 

Thus, to the German philosophers of the eighteenth century, the demands of the first French 

Revolution were nothing more than the demands of “Practical Reason” in general, and the 

utterance of the will of the revolutionary French bourgeoisie signified in their eyes the law of 

pure Will, of Will as it was bound to be, of true human Will generally.  
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The world of the German literati consisted solely in bringing the new French ideas into harmony 

with their ancient philosophical conscience, or rather, in annexing the French ideas without 

deserting their own philosophic point of view.  

This annexation took place in the same way in which a foreign language is appropriated, namely, 

by translation.  

It is well known how the monks wrote silly lives of Catholic Saints over the manuscripts on which 

the classical works of ancient heathendom had been written. The German literati reversed this 

process with the profane French literature. They wrote their philosophical nonsense beneath the 

French original. For instance, beneath the French criticism of the economic functions of money, 

they wrote “Alienation of Humanity,” and beneath the French criticism of the bourgeois State 

they wrote “dethronement of the Category of the General,” and so forth.  

The introduction of these philosophical phrases at the back of the French historical criticisms they 

dubbed “Philosophy of Action,” “True Socialism,” “German Science of Socialism,” 

“Philosophical Foundation of Socialism,” and so on.  

The French Socialist and Communist literature was thus completely emasculated. And, since it 

ceased in the hands of the German to express the struggle of one class with the other, he felt 

conscious of having overcome “French one-sidedness” and of representing, not true requirements, 

but the requirements of truth; not the interests of the proletariat, but the interests of Human Nature, 

of Man in general, who belongs to no class, has no reality, who exists only in the misty realm of 

philosophical fantasy.  

This German Socialism, which took its schoolboy task so seriously and solemnly, and extolled its 

poor stock-in-trade in such mountebank fashion, meanwhile gradually lost its pedantic innocence.  

The fight of the German, and especially, of the Prussian bourgeoisie, against feudal aristocracy 

and absolute monarchy, in other words, the liberal movement, became more earnest.  

By this, the long wished-for opportunity was offered to “True” Socialism of confronting the 

political movement with the Socialist demands, of hurling the traditional anathemas against 

liberalism, against representative government, against bourgeois competition, bourgeois freedom 

of the press, bourgeois legislation, bourgeois liberty and equality, and of preaching to the masses 

that they had nothing to gain, and everything to lose, by this bourgeois movement. German 

Socialism forgot, in the nick of time, that the French criticism, whose silly echo it was, 

presupposed the existence of modern bourgeois society, with its corresponding economic 

conditions of existence, and the political constitution adapted thereto, the very things whose 

attainment was the object of the pending struggle in Germany.  
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To the absolute governments, with their following of parsons, professors, country squires and 

officials, it served as a welcome scarecrow against the threatening bourgeoisie.  

It was a sweet finish after the bitter pills of floggings and bullets with which these same 

governments, just at that time, dosed the German working-class risings.  

While this “True” Socialism thus served the governments as a weapon for fighting the German 

bourgeoisie, it, at the same time, directly represented a reactionary interest, the interest of the 

German Philistines. In Germany the petty bourgeois class, a relique of the sixteenth century, and 

since then constantly cropping up again under various forms, is the real social basis of the existing 

state of things.  

To preserve this class is to preserve the existing state of things in Germany. The industrial and 

political supremacy of the bourgeoisie threatens it with certain destruction; on the one hand, from 

the concentration of capital; on the other, from the rise of a revolutionary proletariat. “True” 

Socialism appeared to kill these two birds with one stone. It spread like an epidemic.  

The robe of speculative cobwebs, embroidered with flowers of rhetoric, steeped in the dew of 

sickly sentiment, this transcendental robe in which the German Socialists wrapped their sorry 

“eternal truths,” all skin and bone, served to wonderfully increase the sale of their goods amongst 

such a public. And on its part, German Socialism recognised, more and more, its own calling as 

the bombastic representative of the petty-bourgeois Philistine.  

It proclaimed the German nation to be the model nation, and the German petty Philistine to be 

the typical man. To every villainous meanness of this model man it gave a hidden, higher, 

Socialistic interpretation, the exact contrary of its real character. It went to the extreme length of 

directly opposing the “brutally destructive” tendency of Communism, and of proclaiming its 

supreme and impartial contempt of all class struggles. With very few exceptions, all the so-called 

Socialist and Communist publications that now (1847) circulate in Germany belong to the domain 

of this foul and enervating literature.  

 

2. CONSERVATIVE, OR BOURGEOIS, SOCIALISM 

A part of the bourgeoisie is desirous of redressing social grievances, in order to secure the 

continued existence of bourgeois society.  

To this section belong economists, philanthropists, humanitarians, improvers of the condition of 

the working class, organisers of charity, members of societies for the prevention of cruelty to 

animals, temperance fanatics, hole-and-corner reformers of every imaginable kind. This form of 

Socialism has, moreover, been worked out into complete systems.  
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We may cite Proudhon’s Philosophie de la Misère as an example of this form.  

The Socialistic bourgeois want all the advantages of modern social conditions without the 

struggles and dangers necessarily resulting therefrom. They desire the existing state of society 

minus its revolutionary and disintegrating elements. They wish for a bourgeoisie without a 

proletariat. The bourgeoisie naturally conceives the world in which it is supreme to be the best; 

and bourgeois Socialism develops this comfortable conception into various more or less complete 

systems. In requiring the proletariat to carry out such a system, and thereby to march straightway 

into the social New Jerusalem, it but requires in reality, that the proletariat should remain within 

the bounds of existing society, but should cast away all its hateful ideas concerning the 

bourgeoisie.  

A second and more practical, but less systematic, form of this Socialism sought to depreciate 

every revolutionary movement in the eyes of the working class, by showing that no mere political 

reform, but only a change in the material conditions of existence, in economic relations, could be 

of any advantage to them. By changes in the material conditions of existence, this form of 

Socialism, however, by no means understands abolition of the bourgeois relations of production, 

an abolition that can be effected only by a revolution, but administrative reforms, based on the 

continued existence of these relations; reforms, therefore, that in no respect affect the relations 

between capital and labour, but, at the best, lessen the cost, and simplify the administrative work, 

of bourgeois government.  

Bourgeois Socialism attains adequate expression, when, and only when, it becomes a mere figure 

of speech.  

Free trade: for the benefit of the working class. Protective duties: for the benefit of the working 

class. Prison Reform: for the benefit of the working class. This is the last word and the only 

seriously meant word of bourgeois Socialism.  

It is summed up in the phrase: the bourgeois is a bourgeois—for the benefit of the working class.  

 

3. CRITICAL-UTOPIAN SOCIALISM AND COMMUNISM 

We do not here refer to that literature which, in every great modern revolution, has always given 

voice to the demands of the proletariat, such as the writings of Babeuf and others.  

The first direct attempts of the proletariat to attain its own ends, made in times of universal 

excitement, when feudal society was being overthrown, these attempts necessarily failed, owing 

to the then undeveloped state of the proletariat, as well as to the absence of the economic 

conditions for its emancipation, conditions that had yet to be produced, and could be produced 
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by the impending bourgeois epoch alone. The revolutionary literature that accompanied these first 

movements of the proletariat had necessarily a reactionary character. It inculcated universal 

asceticism and social levelling in its crudest form.  

The Socialist and Communist systems properly so called, those of Saint-Simon, Fourier, Owen 

and others, spring into existence in the early undeveloped period, described above, of the struggle 

between proletariat and bourgeoisie (see Section 1. Bourgeois and Proletarians).  

The founders of these systems see, indeed, the class antagonisms, as well as the action of the 

decomposing elements, in the prevailing form of society. But the proletariat, as yet in its infancy, 

offers to them the spectacle of a class without any historical initiative or any independent political 

movement.  

Since the development of class antagonism keeps even pace with the development of industry, 

the economic situation, as they find it, does not as yet offer to them the material conditions for 

the emancipation of the proletariat. They therefore search after a new social science, after new 

social laws, that are to create these conditions.  

Historical action is to yield to their personal inventive action, historically created conditions of 

emancipation to fantastic ones, and the gradual, spontaneous class-organisation of the proletariat 

to the organisation of society specially contrived by these inventors. Future history resolves itself, 

in their eyes, into the propaganda and the practical carrying out of their social plans.  

In the formation of their plans they are conscious of caring chiefly for the interests of the working 

class, as being the most suffering class. Only from the point of view of being the most suffering 

class does the proletariat exist for them.  

The undeveloped state of the class struggle, as well as their own surroundings, causes Socialists 

of this kind to consider themselves far superior to all class antagonisms. They want to improve 

the condition of every member of society, even that of the most favoured. Hence, they habitually 

appeal to society at large, without distinction of class; nay, by preference, to the ruling class. For 

how can people, when once they understand their system, fail to see in it the best possible plan of 

the best possible state of society?  

Hence, they reject all political, and especially all revolutionary, action; they wish to attain their 

ends by peaceful means, and endeavour, by small experiments, necessarily doomed to failure, and 

by the force of example, to pave the way for the new social Gospel.  

Such fantastic pictures of future society, painted at a time when the proletariat is still in a very 

undeveloped state and has but a fantastic conception of its own position correspond with the first 

instinctive yearnings of that class for a general reconstruction of society.  
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But these Socialist and Communist publications contain also a critical element. They attack every 

principle of existing society. Hence they are full of the most valuable materials for the 

enlightenment of the working class. The practical measures proposed in them—such as the 

abolition of the distinction between town and country, of the family, of the carrying on of 

industries for the account of private individuals, and of the wage system, the proclamation of 

social harmony, the conversion of the functions of the State into a mere superintendence of 

production, all these proposals, point solely to the disappearance of class antagonisms which 

were, at that time, only just cropping up, and which, in these publications, are recognised in their 

earliest, indistinct and undefined forms only. These proposals, therefore, are of a purely Utopian 

character.  

The significance of Critical-Utopian Socialism and Communism bears an inverse relation to 

historical development. In proportion as the modern class struggle develops and takes definite 

shape, this fantastic standing apart from the contest, these fantastic attacks on it, lose all practical 

value and all theoretical justification. Therefore, although the originators of these systems were, 

in many respects, revolutionary, their disciples have, in every case, formed mere reactionary sects. 

They hold fast by the original views of their masters, in opposition to the progressive historical 

development of the proletariat. They, therefore, endeavour, and that consistently, to deaden the 

class struggle and to reconcile the class antagonisms. They still dream of experimental realisation 

of their social Utopias, of founding isolated “phalansteres,” of establishing “Home Colonies,” of 

setting up a “Little Icaria”—duodecimo editions of the New Jerusalem—and to realise all these 

castles in the air, they are compelled to appeal to the feelings and purses of the bourgeois. By 

degrees they sink into the category of the reactionary conservative Socialists depicted above, 

differing from these only by more systematic pedantry, and by their fanatical and superstitious 

belief in the miraculous effects of their social science.  

They, therefore, violently oppose all political action on the part of the working class; such action, 

according to them, can only result from blind unbelief in the new Gospel.  

The Owenites in England, and the Fourierists in France, respectively, oppose the Chartists and 

the “Réformistes.”  

 

4. Position of the Communists in Relation to the Various Existing Opposition 

Parties  

Section II has made clear the relations of the Communists to the existing working-class parties, 

such as the Chartists in England and the Agrarian Reformers in America.  



The Communist Manifesto 

119 

 

The Communists fight for the attainment of the immediate aims, for the enforcement of the 

momentary interests of the working class; but in the movement of the present, they also represent 

and take care of the future of that movement. In France the Communists ally themselves with the 

Social-Democrats, against the conservative and radical bourgeoisie, reserving, however, the right 

to take up a critical position in regard to phrases and illusions traditionally handed down from the 

great Revolution.  

In Switzerland they support the Radicals, without losing sight of the fact that this party consists 

of antagonistic elements, partly of Democratic Socialists, in the French sense, partly of radical 

bourgeois.  

In Poland they support the party that insists on an agrarian revolution as the prime condition for 

national emancipation, that party which fomented the insurrection of Cracow in 1846.  

In Germany they fight with the bourgeoisie whenever it acts in a revolutionary way, against the 

absolute monarchy, the feudal squirearchy, and the petty bourgeoisie.  

But they never cease, for a single instant, to instil into the working class the clearest possible 

recognition of the hostile antagonism between bourgeoisie and proletariat, in order that the 

German workers may straightaway use, as so many weapons against the bourgeoisie, the social 

and political conditions that the bourgeoisie must necessarily introduce along with its supremacy, 

and in order that, after the fall of the reactionary classes in Germany, the fight against the 

bourgeoisie itself may immediately begin.  

The Communists turn their attention chiefly to Germany, because that country is on the eve of a 

bourgeois revolution that is bound to be carried out under more advanced conditions of European 

civilisation, and with a much more developed proletariat, than that of England was in the 

seventeenth, and of France in the eighteenth century, and because the bourgeois revolution in 

Germany will be but the prelude to an immediately following proletarian revolution.  

In short, the Communists everywhere support every revolutionary movement against the existing 

social and political order of things.  

In all these movements they bring to the front, as the leading question in each, the property 

question, no matter what its degree of development at the time.  

Finally, they labour everywhere for the union and agreement of the democratic parties of all 

countries.  

The Communists disdain to conceal their views and aims. They openly declare that their ends can 

be attained only by the forcible overthrow of all existing social conditions. Let the ruling classes 
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tremble at a Communistic revolution. The proletarians have nothing to lose but their chains. They 

have a world to win.  

WORKING MEN OF ALL COUNTRIES, UNITE! 
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Glossary 
 

Proletariat – The Proletariat are the class of workers that must sell their labour power to exist 

within a Capitalist society.  

 

Bourgeoisie – The Bourgeoisie are the class of elites in a Capitalist society who own the means 

of production. The Bourgeoisie exploits the Proletariat reaping surplus value from the workers. 

 

Socialism – Socialism is the socio-economic system and mode of production primarily 

characterised by the workers/proletariats control of the means of production, the abolition of 

private property, the dictatorship of the proletariat, proletarianization of society and a centralized 

economy that has the proletariat in command. Socialism is the stage before Communism. 

 

Communism – Communism is the socio-economic system and mode of production that rises out 

of the completion of socialism in the world. Communism is the complete abolition of private 

property in the world and is a stateless, classless, moneyless society based on complete democracy 

and equality of all.  

 

Capitalism – Capitalism is the socio-economic system and mode of production primarily 

characterised by the private ownership of the means of production, the dictatorship of the 

Bourgeoisie, exploitation of the proletariat through wage labour and the reaping of surplus value 

from the worker and profit seeking as the basis of the economy.  

 

Dictatorship of the proletariat – the Dictatorship of the proletariat is when the proletariat has 

control and command of the state and economic base.  

 

Dictatorship of the bourgeoisie – the Dictatorship of the bourgeoisie is when the bourgeoisie 

has control and command of the state and economic base.  
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Economic base – the Economic base refers to the productive forces and the relations of 

production.   

 

Superstructure – the Superstructure refers to the ideology, religion, government and all things 

that come from and enforce the Mode of Production.  

 

Mode of production – The Mode of production is the totality of the economic base and 

superstructure.  

 

Means of production – The Means of production are the machines, tools and raw materials that 

are used in the production of goods.  

 

Productive forces – The Productive forces are the totality of the means of production and labour. 

This includes the labour, what machines the labour is used on, what raw materials are used and 

what materials are produced.  

 

Relations of production – The Relations of production refers to what class has control and 

command over the means of production and the totality of the social relations that arise between 

people associated with these means of production. 

 

State – the State are the powers that enforce the mode of production on behalf of the ruling class. 

E.g. the army, police, government and legal system.  

 

Surplus value – Surplus value refers to the extra capital the bourgeoisie gains by selling 

commodities at a higher price than it cost to pay for the labour-power of the workers who 

produced it. 

 

Imperialism – Imperialism is capitalism at a stage where all capitalist nations have exhausted all 

national, international and colonial markets, resources and outposts and must compete 
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internationally. This results in wars and clashes over resources for profit. It is also characterised 

by the dominance of finance capital and monopolies. 

 

Idealism – Idealism is the philosophy/world outlook that sees the idea or the spiritual as the 

primary aspect in the forces of history and the world. This can be seen through religious faith 

over scientific analysis or the placement of ideas over material reality as the fundamental factor 

affecting the world. Idealism can also often see the world as static.  

 

Materialism – Materialism is the philosophy/world outlook that sees material reality and science 

as the fundamental and primary aspect in the forces of history and the world. 

 

Dialectics – the Dialectics is the philosophy/world outlook that sees everything as ever changing, 

ever evolving and constantly in motion. Dialectics studies all things in their connection and 

motion with their opposites in unity to develop an understanding. Dialectics can be either idealist 

or materialist.  

 

Dialectical Materialism – Dialectical Materialism is the Marxist philosophy and scientific 

analysis of all phenomena. Materialist dialectics looks at everything in the natural world, from 

astrophysics to elementary particles, in terms of the unity of opposites within each thing and their 

struggles to transform each other. It applies the same materialist approach to the human world. It 

is a qualitative change from the Dialectics and places material reality as the fundamental factor 

in its dialectical relationship with the ideal.  

 

Historical Materialism – Historical Materialism is the application of Dialectical Materialism to 

history. 

 

The Law of contradiction – the Law of contradiction is the focus on the struggle of opposites in 

the development of things. The Law of contradiction posits that the development of a thing comes 

from its internal and external opposites/struggles coming together in unity to form the thing.   
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Revisionism – Revisionism is the revising of Marxist doctrines consciously or not that will 

result/results in the restoration of capitalism and the defeat of the revolution or fail to cause a 

revolutionary situation at all.  

 


