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The debate on Marxist dialectics by the Second International
and its theoretical implications

XIE Yazhou, YANG Jingqin
(School of Marxism, Lanzhou University, Lanzhou 730000, China)

Abstract: The theoretical clashes over Marxist dialectics during the Second International period marked a
pivotal juncture in the development history of Marxism. Revisionists led by Bernstein viewed dialectics as a
fatal flaw in Marx's theoretical system. In response, orthodox theorists such as Plekhanov and Luxemburg
mounted a systematic defense from multiple dimensions—the ontological foundation, the law of quantitative
change turning into qualitative change, and the law of contradiction—emphasizing the dual nature of
dialectics as both a scientific research method and a guide for revolutionary action. However, while orthodox
theorists effectively defended the objective materialist foundation of dialectics, they collectively fell into the
traps of mechanical determinism and positivism: Plekhanov equated dialectical contradictions with natural
phenomena, Adler stripped dialectics of its ontological substance to reduce it to an epistemological tool, and
Kautsky drifted toward Darwinian evolutionism. These theoretical limitations confined their interpretations
of new capitalist forms to the predicaments of economic determinism and technological determinism,
ultimately diluting dialectics' critical and revolutionary essence. To fully grasp Marxist dialectics, one must
be grounded in understanding in three dimensions: ontologically, returning to the ontological transformation
of practical philosophy to affirm the structuring role of subjective practice in the objective world,;
epistemologically, reconstructing the unity of dialectics' content and form to reveal its essence as critical
cognition; and realistically, upholding the principle of unifying history and logic to apply and develop
dialectics within specific historical contexts.
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