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Abstract　The “two integrations” dissolve disputes over time and space, resolve the ti‒yong 
debate, bridge the gap between knowledge and action, clarify the relationship between things 
and humans, and reflect the progressive logic of “can use—know how to use—truly use—
effectively use.” This approach realizes the internal unity of objectivity and subjectivity, 
process and goal, attitude and behavior, and position and value. As an original methodology 
for adapting Marxism to the Chinese context and the needs of the times in the new era, the “two 
integrations” possess strong macro-level, exemplary, and safeguarding functions. They are an 
integral part of Xi Jinping Thought on Socialism with Chinese Characteristics for a New Era 
and have, in concrete application, enriched and developed this thought, thus providing robust 
support for the development and innovation of Marxism in contemporary China and for its 
dissemination and innovation in the East in the 21st century.
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Marxism is a unity of worldview and methodology. Adapting Marxism to the Chinese context 
and the needs of the times encompasses both the enrichment and broadening of worldview 
and the innovative development of methodology. At a Ceremony Marking the Centenary of 
the Communist Party of China (CPC), President Xi Jinping first put forward the important 
assertion of the “two integrations” and systematically articulated it in the report to the 20th 
National Congress of the CPC. He emphasized, “... Only by integrating the basic tenets of 
Marxism with China’s specific realities and fine traditional culture and only by applying 
dialectical and historical materialism can we provide correct answers to the major questions 
presented by the times and discovered through practice and can we ensure that Marxism 
always retains its vigor and vitality” (Xi 2022a, 17). The “two integrations” highlight 
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the theoretical awareness and methodological confidence of the Chinese Communists in 
adapting Marxism to the Chinese context and the needs of the times in the new era, foster the 
formation and development of Xi Jinping Thought on Socialism with Chinese Characteristics 
for a New Era, and contribute to a new leap in adapting Marxism to the Chinese context. 
Current academic research mostly focuses on the history, content, outcomes, and experience 
of the “two integrations.” There are relatively few studies that elucidate their theoretical 
contributions and functional value from the perspective of epistemology and methodology. 
From a methodological perspective, this article seeks to deeply explore the internal laws and 
theoretical innovations of the “two integrations” in the process of adapting Marxism to the 
Chinese context and the needs of the times.

1　Dissolving Disputes over Time and Space: Uniting the Power of Truth in 
Seeking Common Ground While Setting Aside Differences

The “two integrations” first of all mean the integration of content—it is a process of collision 
and blending among different schools of thought, theories, cultures, and civilizations. As 
is known to all, any culture is a product of a specific context and has its own time-space 
coordinates and historical traditions in which it is nurtured and develops. “Upon the different 
forms of property, upon the social conditions of existence, rises an entire superstructure of 
different and distinctly formed sentiments, illusions, modes of thought and views of life” (Marx &  
Engels 2010, Vol. 11, 128). Throughout the development history of human civilization, 
differences and barriers among civilizations are ubiquitous. The primary task of proposing 
and promoting the “two integrations” is to scientifically examine the differences among 
various cultures, and through mutual comparison, reference, exchange, and integration, 
nurture intrinsic motivation for each culture and civilization’s own innovative development. 
At the International Conference in Commemoration of the 2,565th Anniversary of Confucius’ 
Birth in 2014, Xi Jinping noted, “Each of the rich and colorful human civilizations has its 
own values. Differences between the civilization of one’s own country and that of others 
should be handled rationally, with the awareness that every civilization is unique. We must 
seek common ground while setting aside differences, learn from others to make up for one’s 
deficiencies, and refrain from attacking or disparaging other civilizations” (Xi 2014, 8). At the 
opening ceremony of the Conference on Dialogue of Asian Civilizations in 2019, Xi Jinping 
emphasized, “A civilization can flourish only through exchanges and mutual learning with 
other civilizations. Such exchanges and mutual learning should be reciprocal, equal-footed, 
diverse, and multidimensional; they should not be coercive, imposed, one-dimensional, or 
one-way” (Xi 2020b, 469–470). In the report to the 20th National Congress of the CPC in 
2022, Xi Jinping said, “We sincerely call upon all countries ... to respect the diversity of 
civilizations. Let us allow cultural exchanges to transcend estrangement, mutual learning to 
transcend clashes, and coexistence to transcend feelings of superiority. Let us all join forces 
to meet all types of global challenges” (Xi 2022a, 63).
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It is required to advance the “two integrations” by seeking common ground while setting 
aside differences. On the surface, “common ground” refers to seeking shared elements 
among different cultures to forge consensus through mutual understanding; at a deeper level, 
“common ground” refers to the convergence formed by the integration and catalysis among 
open and complementary cultures. From the perspective of origin, Marxism was born in the 
West, while traditional Chinese culture emerged in the East. Differences in geographical 
environment and historical traditions naturally produced innate heterogeneity. Thus, regarding 
their relationship, two representative viewpoints have formed: One is the heterogeneity–
rejection view, which regards Marxism as a foreign culture alien to the Chinese nation, 
arguing that the acceptance of Marxism by China is a deviation called “cultural aberration”; 
the other is the heterogeneity–complementarity view, which sees Marxism as the fundamental 
guiding ideology and traditional Chinese culture as the unique spiritual symbol of the nation. 
Despite the difference in nature, the two civilizations can operate in a parallel and mutually 
referential manner. Current theoretical research on the “two integrations” has fully proven 
that there are many points of consistency between the basic tenets of Marxism and the fine 
traditional Chinese culture. For example, in practical rationality, the former is committed to 
transforming the world, while the latter emphasizes that “the true gentlemen must perforce 
be both broad-shouldered and stout of heart” (The Analects 8.7); in goals, the former aims 
for communism and the latter advocates a world of datong 大同 (great harmony); in value 
orientation, the former holds that the people create history, while the latter believes that 
“the people are the foundation of the state”; in theoretical quality, both are open-ended—the 
former deems its theory “critical and revolutionary” by essence, while the latter stresses, “If 
you can one day renovate yourself, do so from day to day. Yea, let there be daily renovation.” 
In the report to the 20th National Congress of the CPC, Xi Jinping clearly stated, “With a 
history stretching back to antiquity, China’s fine traditional culture is extensive and profound; 
it is the crystallization of the wisdom of Chinese civilization. Our traditional culture espouses 
many important principles and concepts, including pursuing common good for all; regarding 
the people as the foundation of the state; governing by virtue; discarding the outdated in favor 
of the new; selecting officials on the basis of merit; promoting harmony between humanity 
and nature; ceaselessly pursuing self-improvement; embracing the world with virtue; acting 
in good faith and being friendly to others; and fostering neighborliness. These maxims, which 
have taken shape over centuries of work and life, reflect the Chinese people’s way of viewing 
the universe, the world, society, and morality and are highly consistent with the values and 
propositions of scientific socialism” (Xi 2022a, 18). The consistency and interconnection 
among multiple dimensions lay the foundation for the “two integrations.”

From seeking visible and immediate “common ground” to forging shared intrinsic 
purpose, the “two integrations” are, in essence, a process of moving from phenomenon to 
essence, seeking common ground while setting aside differences, and turning differences 
into common ground. Integrating the basic tenets of Marxism with China’s specific realities 
and the fine traditional Chinese culture is an interactive coupled process. Both parties in 
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the process have their own characteristics and values. It is an intrinsic biochemical reaction 
of mutual integration and regeneration, not merely a quantitative addition or subtraction of 
homogeneity or reduction and suppression of heterogeneity on the surface. At this point, 
the basic tenets of Marxism are no longer confined to the West, but are endowed with new 
connotations and undergo new development in the process of being applied in the East. In 
fact, the understanding and application of the basic tenets of Marxism have long undergone 
a profound process of Chinese-Western fusion; the theory and practice of adapting Marxism 
to the Chinese context and the needs of the times have greatly extended Marxist theory and 
practice.

China’s specific realities are no longer confined to the particularities of domestic practice, 
but increasingly emphasize communication with the world and mutual learning with other 
countries. Thus, under the guidance of basic tenets of Marxism, they provide inspiration and 
reference for the common development of humanity. The fine traditional Chinese culture is 
no longer limited to a particular time or place but demonstrates strong and lasting vitality 
throughout its integration, mutual learning, transformation, and development between the 
ancient and the modern, China and the world. “While highlighting the national identity of 
our philosophy and social sciences, we do not mean to reject the research results of other 
countries. Instead, we should make comparative and critical analyses before absorbing and 
extending them, so that Chinese philosophy and social sciences can better respond to the 
current demands of national and international development. Anything unique to one nation is 
of great significance to the rest of the world. Only after solving national problems will we be 
in a better position to solve international problems. And by reviewing domestic practices we 
will develop a greater ability to offer suggestions and solutions for global issues. This is the 
law of evolution from particularity to universality” (Xi 2017, 340).

Bridging temporal and spatial divides and advancing the “two integrations” through 
seeking common ground while setting aside differences requires emphasizing common 
ground, as grasping common ground can efficiently promote integrated development for 
both sides. But difference should also be valued, for difference can be transformed into 
common ground, and respecting each other’s differences in essence maximumly consolidates 
existing common ground. “If world civilizations are reduced to one single color or one 
single model, the world will become monolithic and a dull place to live. What we need 
is to respect each other as equals and say no to hubris and prejudice. We need a deeper 
understanding of the differences between our own civilizations and others, and we must work 
to promote interaction, dialogue and harmony among civilizations” (Xi 2020b, 468‒469). 
In the theory of contradiction, all contradictions are a unity of generality and particularity. 
The principle of particularity demands that all things change according to time, place, and 
conditions. Focusing on the original context of different cultures and the transformation and 
transplantation between time and space forms the valuable experience of the CPC in cultural 
development. During the New Democratic Revolution, Mao Zedong already emphasized 
differentiating the temporal and spatial characteristics of various theories. In his 1942 essay 
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“How to Study the History of the Communist Party of China” 如何研究中共党史, he noted, 
“How should we study Party history? ... I would call it the ‘ancient-modern, China-foreign 
method,’ meaning we must clarify that the issue studied occurred at a specific time and place 
and treat it as a historical process under definite historical conditions. ‘Ancient-modern’ 
refers to the development of history, ‘China-foreign’ refers to China and other countries, the 
self and the other” (Mao 1993, 400). The “ancient-modern, China-foreign method” reveals 
the methodological essence in adapting Marxism to the Chinese context. Currently, with the 
in-depth development of socialism with Chinese characteristics for a new era, the historical 
coordinates of ancient-modern, and China-foreign, are undergoing profound changes. The 
proposal of the “two integrations” is both timely and vital. “Traditional Chinese culture is 
being transformed in the great social revolution under the guidance of Marxism and achieving 
its modern transformation, thus bursting forth with new vitality; moreover, Marxism, through 
deep communication with both contemporary realities and traditions in China, transforms into 
its Chinese form” (Huang 2022, 8). Deepening the advancement of the “two integrations” 
in the historical context of the new era is conducive to “connecting ancient and modern,” 
“coordinating China and the West,” and creating a path and method for the theory, road, 
system, and culture of socialism with Chinese characteristics toward a great modern socialist 
country. On this topic, Xi Jinping profoundly stated, “As we have opted for the path of 
socialism with Chinese characteristics, we must adapt Marxism to the Chinese context. If 
there were no 5,000-year Chinese civilization, how could we build anything with what we 
describe today as ‘Chinese characteristics’? And if it were not for these characteristics, how 
could we have successfully embarked on the path to ‘socialism with Chinese characteristics’? 
That is why we should value the cream of our civilization, and explore its depths. We should 
carry forward the best of traditional Chinese culture from a Marxist standpoint and with a 
Marxist viewpoint and methodology, and stick to the path of Chinese socialism” (Xi 2022b, 
315).

Admittedly, the “two integrations” are not a one-size-fits-all integration. The key words 
such us “basic tenets,” “specific realities,” and “fine” already indicate that their integration 
requires a commensurative transformation from individual characteristics to commonalities 
in value concepts and practical situations, doing what should be done and refraining from 
what should not be done to prevent and eliminate erroneous tendencies and practices. When it 
comes to Marxism, we must neither be dogmatic nor pragmatic (Xi 2016b, 13). In the process 
of the “two integrations,” it is necessary to map the conclusions drawn by authors of Marxist 
classics under specific historical conditions and on concrete issues to our own context and 
make practical adjustments so as to avoid blind book-worship and narrow empiricism when 
applying theories across time and space. “Taking Marxism as our guide means applying its 
worldview and methodology to solving problems in China; it does not mean memorizing 
and reciting its specific conclusions and lines, and still less does it mean treating it as a rigid 
dogma” (Xi 2022a, 17). At the same time, in inheriting the fine traditional Chinese culture, 
we should also abandon simplistic revivalism and blind xenophobia, avoid historical nihilism 
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and cultural nihilism, faithfully preserve and promote the fine traditional Chinese culture, 
and resolutely criticize and reject cultural dross and decadent ideas. “It is about making 
the past serve the present, drawing on successful foreign experiences, making informed 
choices through dialectical resoning, and developing the new from the old. In seeking to 
abandon negative elements and carry forward the positive ideas, we aim to ‘use the rules of 
the ancients to break fresh ground,’ so that we can achieve the creative transformation and 
innovative development of Chinese culture” (Xi 2015, 26).

2　Resolving the Ti–Yong Debate: Firmly Advancing Our Development Path 
with Self-Confidence and Self-Reliance

If seeking common ground while setting aside differences resolves the contradiction about 
whether different ideologies and cultures can be integrated, then we should further address 
the question of how to integrate them. This is especially reflected in the interplay of primacy, 
proportion, and the ti 体–yong 用 debate in the integration of different ideologies and 
cultures. Since modern times, with the continuous influx of foreign cultures into China, the 
ti–yong debate in Chinese and Western cultures has become increasingly prominent. Ti and 
yong are originally a pair of categories in ancient Chinese philosophy. Ti mainly refers to the 
metaphysical ontology or origin, with the most fundamental, intrinsic, essential, and primary 
attributes; yong refers to the phenomena and concrete things manifesting the ontology or 
origin, with derivative, secondary attributes. Since modern times, in the context of Chinese 
and Western cultural exchange, the meanings of ti and yong have shifted: The former has 
become associated with dominance and fundamental roles, while the latter has represented 
subordinate and secondary roles. During the evolution, the Westernization Movement of the 
1860s gradually emerged, and Feng Guifen, in his essay “On Adopting Western Learning” 
采西学议 in the Protests from the Xiaobinlu Studio 校邠庐抗议, was among the first to 
propose, “Take China’s ethical and moral teachings as the foundation ... and supplement 
them with the skills that make other countries prosperous and strong” (Feng 2015, 127). 
Later, Zhang Zhidong systematically expounded the principle of “Chinese learning as ti, 
Western learning as yong” (Zhang 2002, 59) in the “Proper Sequence of Things VII” 循
序第七 of the “Inner Chapter” 内篇 of The Only Hope of China 劝学篇. Chinese learning 
here mainly refers to Confucian doctrines centered on the three cardinal guides and eight 
items; Western learning refers to the natural sciences and social sciences, such as business, 
education, foreign trade, and elements of international law introduced into China in modern 
times. At this time, ti mainly referred to occupying the main position in terms of core 
concepts, values, principles, and methods, while yong referred to providing auxiliary support 
in methods of action, tools, products, etc. Due to the significant gap between China and the 
West in social nature, technology, etc., China and the West gradually shifted from being 
neutral spatial terms to social concepts loaded with evaluative connotations. The West came 
to imply advancement, development, democracy, liberty, and science, while China became 
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synonymous with feudalism, backwardness, autocracy, and conservatism. Especially as 
Western economic and scientific advances and various doctrines and schools kept flowing 
into China, the status of the West gradually transcended that of yong and rose to ti. “For 
a long time since modern times, with the Western learning spreading to the East, Chinese 
philosophy and social sciences have been greatly influenced by foreign ones, making their 
discipline system with Chinese characteristics imperfect, unsystematic, and incomplete” (Xie 
2019, 10). Reviewing the journey of rejuvenation of the Chinese nation, various views have 
emerged in succession: revivalism, wholesale Westernization, compromise theory, wholesale 
Sovietization, the Western ti, Chinese yong, the comprehensive cultural innovation theory, the 
spirit of Marxism, Chinese ti, and Western yong, and so on. Forces of radicalism, liberalism, 
and conservatism have constantly mediated and resolved the contradictions and struggles 
between China and the West and between ti and yong.

“There has never been an instruction manual or ready-made solution for the Chinese people 
and the Chinese nation to turn to as they fought to end the great sufferings endured since the 
advent of modern times and have moved on toward the bright future of rejuvenation. The 
Party has led the people in independently blazing the path to success over the past century” 
(Xi 2022a, 19). From its founding in 1921, the CPC resolutely engraved Marxism on its 
banner and fused it into its lifeblood. “The CPC is a political party armed with Marxism; 
Marxism is the soul of the ideals and convictions of Chinese Communists” (Xi 2020, 74). 
From the West to the East, from abroad to home, and from theory to practice, with the 
introduction and application of Marxism, the early Chinese Communists sometimes copied 
mechanically and sometimes faced confusion and setbacks but also experienced awakenings 
and breakthroughs in their studies and practice. It was not until after the failure of the Great 
Revolution that they gradually broke away from dogmatism and book-worship and took the 
path of integrating Marxism with China’s specific realities. In 1930, Mao Zedong stated in 
the “Oppose Book-Worship” 反对本本主义: “We must study Marxist books, but we must 
integrate them with our own concrete situation” (Mao 1991, Vol. 1, 111–112). In 1938, at the 
Sixth Plenary Session of the Sixth Central Committee of the CPC, Mao Zedong emphasized, 
“Marxism must be integrated with China’s specific characteristics and can only be realized 
through certain national forms” (Mao 1991, Vol. 2, 534). This guided the New Democratic 
Revolution to continuous victories. During the period of socialist revolution and construction, 
Mao Zedong proposed a “second integration” of the basic tenets of Marxism-Leninism with 
China’s specific realities, resulting in a series of important ideas on socialist construction. 
After the reform and opening-up, Deng Xiaoping noted, “We have profound faith in 
Marxism, but we must integrate it with Chinese realities. Only Marxism that is integrated 
with Chinese realities is the genuine Marxism we need” (Deng 1993, 213). Entering the 
new era, Xi Jinping has repeatedly emphasized, “… we should continue to hold Marxism as 
our guiding philosophy, combine Marxist principles with the realities and circumstances of 
today’s China, and push forward theoretical innovation. We should keep experimenting, so 
as to keep Marxism abreast of the times” (Xi 2017, 33). In 2021, at the Ceremony Marking 
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the Centenary of the CPC, he first put forward the “two integrations.” In the report to the 
20th National Congress of the CPC in 2022, he systematically expounded on the “two 
integrations.”

Undoubtedly, the proposal of the “two integrations” has provided a clear answer to the ti–
yong debate. From the perspective of primacy, the basic tenets of Marxism take the lead in the 
“two integrations.” The basic tenets of Marxism are the dominant party in the integration and 
must be steadfastly upheld. “Marxism is the fundamental guiding ideology upon which our 
Party and our country are founded and thrive ... The sound theoretical guidance of Marxism 
is the source from which our Party draws its firm belief and conviction and which enables our 
Party to seize the historical initiative” (Xi 2022a, 16). Its unique theoretical quality of grand 
narrative, unwavering people-oriented value position, and scientific dialectical materialist 
thinking methodology determine that only Marxism can serve as the guiding scientific theory 
for the practice of socialism with Chinese characteristics. The profound traditional Chinese 
culture contains the genes to solve modern problems, but it needs to be selected and recreated 
in integration with the basic tenets of Marxism. Integration is not all about absorption and 
reference, which also includes criticism and revelation. It is a multidimensional systemic 
process of interaction, where strengths are promoted while shortcomings are avoided, and 
complementarity and innovation go hand in hand. In terms of focus, the basic tenets of 
Marxism provide directional guidance and principled correction; China’s specific realities 
serve as the synthesis of theory and practice (both receiving theoretical guidance and 
nurturing theoretical innovation); and the fine traditional Chinese culture offers spiritual roots 
and sparks of wisdom. At the same time, through the linkage of the basic tenets of Marxism, 
China’s specific realities and fine traditional Chinese culture also connect ancient-modern, 
China-foreign logical sequences. Overall, the “two integrations” have built a trinity historical 
process of transformation, elevation, and enrichment, which has not only developed Marxism 
and spawned socialist culture with Chinese characteristics but also guided China’s revolution, 
construction, and reform to remarkable achievements.

A review of the history of adapting Marxism to the Chinese context and the needs of 
the times reveals that the “two integrations” evolved on the basis of the “one integration” 
(integration with China’s realities). Before the “two integrations” were put forward, 
“integration with China’s specific realities” was often understood to include “integration with 
the fine traditional Chinese culture.” A deeper analysis shows that, while China’s specific 
realities certainly include the rich diversity we can sense, they also involve a profound 
spiritual power that is nurtured and bred deep within. The explicit proposal to “integrate 
with the fine traditional Chinese culture” is precisely a response, from the perspective 
of Chinese historical inheritance, to the China‒West and ti‒yong debates. It highlights 
the uniqueness and continuity of Chinese culture, as well as the theoretical, cultural, and 
historical confidence of Chinese Communists. If the proposal of “one integration” marked 
the Chinese Communists’ theoretical self-awareness in understanding and applying Marxism, 
the proposal of the “two integrations” marks their theoretical self-confidence, on the basis of 
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theoretical self-awareness, in understanding and applying traditional Chinese culture. “Our 
confidence in our path, in our theories and in our system all boil down to our confidence in 
our culture—the essential, underlying and enduring strength of a nation. It has been proved 
in both this and previous times that a people who renounce or betray their history and culture 
can in no way achieve development, and what is worse, may face tragic consequences” (Xi 
2017, 339). The fine traditional Chinese culture embodies the deepest spiritual aspirations of 
the Chinese nation and contains its most fundamental spiritual genes. Abandoning tradition 
is tantamount to severing one’s spiritual lifeblood. “There will be no future for our literature 
and art if we blindly worship foreign things, adhere to foreign definitions of beauty, follow 
foreign standards, regard foreign awards as the ultimate goal and mechanically imitate and 
copy others, all the while eagerly working to scrub all traces of Chinese elements, thought, 
values, history, and mainstream themes from our work” (Xi 2015, 25). Proposing “integration 
with the fine traditional Chinese culture” reflects a positive transmission of national culture 
and values, highlighting self-confidence and self-reliance in the China‒West and ti‒yong 
debates. “We must remain firm in our conviction in Marxism and socialism with Chinese 
characteristics and strengthen our confidence in the path, theory, system, and culture of 
socialism with Chinese characteristics. With a stronger sense of historical responsibility 
and creativity, we should make greater contributions to the development of Marxism. We 
should never act blindly without assessing how conditions have evolved or allow ourselves to 
become ossified or closed off, nor should we mechanically imitate others or indiscriminately 
absorb foreign ideas” (Xi 2022a, 19).

3　Bridging the Gap between Knowledge and Action: Building a Great Modern 
Country through Solid Practical Efforts

The previous section analyzes the trinity logic relationship and goal orientation in the “two 
integrations” from the perspective of ti and yong. This section, from the perspective of the 
unity of knowledge and action, focuses on considering the degree, state, and effectiveness 
of integration and argues that integration must be embedded in practice (hard work). Only 
through unity of knowledge and action with sincere, practical efforts can integration become 
effective and achievable. From its theoretical roots, knowledge and action are important 
categories in traditional Chinese philosophy, with different discussions on their relationship. 
In the “Charge to Yue II” 说命中 of the “Book of Shang” 商书 of the Book of Documents 
尚书, “It is not the knowledge that is difficult, but the action.” In the “Tai Bo” 泰伯 of The 
Analects 论语, “With sincere faith he unites the love of learning; holding firm to death, he 
is perfecting the excellence of his course” (The Analects 8.13). Zhu Xi and Lu Jiuyuan of 
the Southern Song Dynasty believed that “knowledge precedes action,” Wang Yangming 
of the Ming Dynasty argued for the “unity of knowledge and action,” and Wang Fuzhi in 
the late Ming and early Qing put forth “knowledge and action complement each other for 
practical use,” among others. The view on knowledge and action in the fine traditional 



237On the Methodological Innovation Driven by the “Two Integrations” in Adapting Marxism to the Chinese Context and the Needs of the Times

Chinese culture aligns with Marxist epistemology: Both emphasize the importance of 
action and recognize the guiding role of knowledge in action. The Chinese Communists 
have always valued the unity of knowledge and action. For example, in his famous article 
“On Practice” 实践论 with the subtitle “On the Relation between Knowledge and Practice, 
between Knowing and Doing” 论认识和实践的关系——知和行的关系, Mao Zedong 
concluded, “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” (Mao 1991, Vol. 
1, 296‒297). Since the 18th National Congress of the CPC, Xi Jinping has attached great 
importance to the relationship between knowledge and action, emphasizing the guidance of 
study (knowledge) for work (action). “We must master the position, views, and methods of 
Marxism through study, improve our strategic thinking, comprehensive decision-making, 
and ability to manage the overall situation, achieve unity of knowledge and action, enhance 
the scientific, predictive, and proactive nature of our work, and avoid the predicament of 
confusion, blindness, and disorder caused by insufficient knowledge” (Xi 2016a, 13). He 
also underscored developing theory (knowledge) through practice (action): “Social practice 
is constantly developing, so our ideological understanding must continuously advance 
and innovate according to practical requirements. The world is changing, the times are 
progressing, the development of practice is endless, and our journey to recognize truth, 
innovate theory and practice, and create new prospects of undertakings is also endless” 
(IPHLCPCCC 2018, 389). At various occasions, he repeatedly stressed the unity of 
knowledge and action: “Knowledge is the foundation and prerequisite, action is the focus 
and key. We must use knowledge to promote action, and action to promote knowledge, 
achieve the unity of knowledge and action, and address both improvement in understanding 
and initiative in action” (IPHLCPCCC 2014b, 39). “We should arm ourselves with our 
Party’s theories and use them to guide and enhance our work. We should study in depth 
these theories, gain a thorough understanding of them, and put them to good use. We must 
remember that empty talk harms the country, while hard work makes it flourish. We should 
match our words with deeds and deliver outcomes” (Xi 2020b, 521).

In reality, the unity of knowledge and action is an ideal state, situations like “knowing 
but not acting,” “acting but not knowing,” “or misalignment between knowledge and 
action” are common. Essentially, there is a natural internal tension between knowledge and 
action, implicitly involving contradictions such as abstract versus concrete, stillness versus 
movement, mental versus physical effort, theory versus practice, and self versus external 
environment. Especially when uncertainty intensifies, the gap between the two grows even 
larger. In reality, if there are malicious actors who intentionally obstruct things, situations 
where ill-intentioned people say one thing and do another, go through the motions, or 
practice formalism happen frequently. “Formalism means doing things for form’s sake—
the separation of action from knowledge, neglecting what is truly effective, hiding behind 
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piles of documents and immersing oneself in meetings, the pursuit of vanity and a resort 
to falsehood. Some Party officials stop studying Party theory or learning information 
which they need in performing their duties, while others content themselves with the most 
superficial understanding, which they can use as window-dressing instead of applying 
it in real work. They have no intention of studying, nor have they the ability to put what 
they do know into practice” (Xi 2018, 368). The proposal of the “two integrations” greatly 
helps bridge the gap between knowledge and action. The “two integrations” is not only an 
integration at the knowledge level (involving Chinese, Western, and Marxist theories)—
the process itself is one of study, reflection, review, integration, and construction; it is 
also an integration at the action level (including whether integration can occur, whether it 
is done well, and so on). Integration by nature is a practical action; the key is whether the 
content of integration can be applied and achieve actual results. Theory must guide action 
during integration, and the effectiveness of integration must be fed back and improved 
through action. Only such integration is meaningful and valuable, capable of being deep, 
lasting, and innovative. “We must integrate the essence of Marxism with the best of fine 
traditional Chinese culture and with the common values that our people intuitively apply 
in their everyday lives. We should keep endowing Marxist theory with distinctive Chinese 
features and consolidating the historical basis and public support for adapting Marxism 
to the Chinese context and the needs of our times. With this, we will ensure that Marxism 
puts down deep roots in China” (Xi 2022a, 18). The “two integrations” within the unity of 
knowledge and action will neither happen overnight nor once and for all. China’s specific 
realities differ due to historical traditions, geographical location, ethnic characteristics, class 
divisions, and industry attributes. Integration must be targeted and take on challenges. The 
report to the 20th National Congress of the CPC clearly states, “Today, we are closer, more 
confident, and more capable than ever of reaching the goal of rejuvenating the Chinese 
nation. At the same time, we must be prepared to work even harder to get there. All of us in 
the Party must forge ahead with confidence and determination; proactively identify, respond 
to, and steer changes and prevent and defuse risks; and keep on striving to secure new 
successes in building a modern socialist China in all respects” (Xi 2022a, 27–28). The fine 
traditional Chinese culture differs between ancient and modern, and between Chinese and 
foreign,in its form of presentation, target audiences, and core essence; integration requires 
attention to creative transformation and innovative development. “Failure to integrate” does 
not mean deviation from or denial of the basic tenets of Marxism but rather that everything 
changes according to time, place, and conditions. It reflects a spiral ascent, innovation, and 
expansion. Just as Marx said, “It is not enough for thought to strive for realisation, reality 
must itself strive towards thought” (Marx & Engels 2010, Vol. 3, 183).

In the “two integrations,” the basic tenets of Marxism must play the main role. They are 
the subject of integration but not the ontology itself. From the perspective of ontology and 
origin, it is clear that the ontology and carrier for integration is social existence, that is, 
vibrant social practice and the daily life of the masses. From the materialist conception of 
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history that social existence determines social consciousness, the basic tenets of Marxism, 
as an ideological theory and doctrine, are rooted in social existence. In fact, Marxism, which 
takes “changing the world” as its mission, especially emphasizes integration with specific 
realities. “Communism is not a doctrine but a movement; it proceeds not from principles 
but from facts. The Communists do not base themselves on this or that philosophy as their 
point of departure but on the whole course of previous history and specifically its actual 
results in the civilised countries at the present time” (Marx & Engels 2010, Vol. 6, 303, 
italics original). Integrating the basic tenets of Marxism with China’s specific realities is 
mainly about how China’s specific realities can be correctly interpreted and transformed 
through the basic tenets of Marxism. Its core task is to solve the primary and secondary 
social contradictions and their related problems in a given historical context. “We must be 
more conscious of problems, especially new problems that are discovered through practice, 
deep-seated problems affecting reform, development, and stability, pressing concerns of 
the people, major issues in the evolving global landscape, and prominent issues we face in 
Party building. We should keep developing new thinking, new approaches, and new ways 
to effectively resolve problems” (Xi 2022a, 20). Contemporary China is going through 
an extensive and profound social transformation, as well as the grandest and most unique 
practical innovation in human history. “The great social transformations that contemporary 
China has undergone are not a natural continuation of our country’s historical and cultural 
traditions, not a mechanical application of the templates designed by authors of Marxist 
classics, nor a copy of the socialist practice in other countries or foreign models of 
modernization. There is no ready-made textbook for us to follow” (Xi 2016b, 21). The tasks 
of reform, development, and stability are heavier, contradictions and risks more numerous, 
and the challenges of governance more daunting than ever before. The profound changes in 
the global situation, unseen in a century, are unprecedented. Under such circumstances, “We 
need to gain a keen appreciation of the underlying trends of the times, and stand boldly at 
the forefront of human development. We should listen to the people, respond to their needs, 
continue to free our minds, seek truth from facts, and maintain the right political direction, 
and break new ground. We should develop Marxism while upholding its basic tenets, 
combine them with the best of our traditional culture, and apply them in China’s context, 
so that Marxism can continue to work in solving problems in China in the new era. We 
must continue to adapt the basic tenets of Marxism to China’s specific realities and its fine 
traditional culture, writing new chapters in adapting Marxism to the Chinese context and the 
needs of the times” (Xi 2022b, 30).

Or from another angle, regardless of what is being integrated, how, or for what purpose 
in the “two integration,” it all boils down to “who does the integrating.” Bridging the gap 
between knowledge and action from the perspective of who is the subject of integration is 
more purposeful and actionable. In terms of the subjects of integration, philosophical and 
social science workers and Party members and officials are typical and representative. The 
former excel in theoretical research, while the latter are proficient in practice. Both must 
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lead by example in promoting the “two integrations” through unity of knowledge and action. 
For the former, they must lead by example to actively participate in Marxist theoretical 
research and construction projects based on their professional expertise and primary position 
and deepen and expand the study, research, publicity, and education of Marxist theory. 
They should maintain Marxism as their guiding principle, focus on discovering and solving 
problems, face reality directly, and continue to refine and elevate ideological theory. “We 
must base everything we do on actual conditions and focus on solving real problems arising 
in our reform, opening-up, and socialist modernization endeavors in the new era. We must 
keep responding to the questions posed by China, by the world, by the people, and by the 
times; in doing so, we should find the right answers suited to the realities of China and the 
needs of our day, reach conclusions that are compatible with objective laws, and develop new 
theories that are in step with the times, so as to provide better guidance for China’s practice” 
(Xi 2022a, 17–18). It is essential not to simply apply ready-made theories to screen real-life 
situations, turning rigorous and innovative theoretical research into mechanical, formulaic, 
and speculative “krikun.” “Philosophy and social sciences, including culture and arts, must 
be grounded in reality. To diagnose social problems and prescribe solutions, one must first 
clearly understand the nature of the illness. A proper diagnosis requires clear insight into 
China’s condition. If there is a problem, what is it, and what cure should be applied. One 
must have complete clarity on these issues. If the diagnosis is unclear, how can we treat the 
illness?” (Xi 2020a, 368) Lacking unique thinking experience and real concern will greatly 
diminish the quality of theoretical innovation and will even fuel a trend of writing without 
original ideas or rampant imitation and plagiarism. For the latter, while most Party members 
and officials are not systematic constructors of the “two integrations,” they are important 
practitioners, witnesses, and improvers. Since entering the new era, Xi Jinping has repeatedly 
required Party members and officials to uphold the principle of “unity of knowledge 
and action”: “Party officials, especially younger ones like you, should have a thorough 
understanding and good command of theories and strengthen your ideals and convictions 
through study. You should remain true to our original aspiration and founding mission 
as Party members, apply what you have learned in your work, acquire further knowledge 
through practice, improve yourselves through self-reflection, and faithfully follow our Party’s 
principles and discipline; you should take the lead in shouldering your responsibilities by 
applying what you have learned to your actions. You should maintain loyalty to the Party, be 
grateful to the people, revere the law and discipline, and advance your career with enterprise. 
This means you should be firm in ideals and convictions, maintain political integrity and 
professional competence, and be disciplined” (Xi 2020b, 518). In advancing the great and 
arduous endeavor of building a socialist modern country in all respects through upholding 
fundamental principles and breaking new ground, we must “approach Marxism with a respect 
for science and in the spirit of seeking truth”; moreover, “we must dare to say what has 
never been said and do what has never been done, and we must use new theory to guide new 
practice” (Xi 2022a, 20).
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4　Clarifying the Debate between Things and Humans: Manifesting the True 
Essence of Theory in Putting the People First

The previous discussion focused on whether and how to integrate, and who should integrate; 
there is another important question that cannot be ignored—integration for whom. In social 
and historical activities, humans are both the means and the ends. Maximizing feedback to the 
ends with the optimal means represents the best state, and the same holds true for theoretical 
research. “The weapon of criticism cannot, of course, replace criticism by weapons, material 
force must be overthrown by material force; but theory also becomes a material force as 
soon as it has gripped the masses. Theory is capable of gripping the masses as soon as it 
demonstrates ad hominem, and it demonstrates ad hominem as soon as it becomes radical. To 
be radical is to grasp the root of the matter. But for man the root is man himself” (Marx & 
Engels 2010, Vol. 3, 182, italics original). Broadly speaking, in the work of philosophy and 
social sciences, active theoretical construction opens cognitive channels for people to explain 
and understand observed phenomena. Only by thoroughly grasping the essence of things 
can we master the essential laws, and only by returning to being “human ourselves” can we 
solidify the foundation of philosophy and social sciences. Otherwise, one will fall into the trap 
of “seeing things but not humans” and “emphasizing theories but neglecting humans,” and 
even produce the illusion of “development of theory,” the false appearance of “contributing 
new knowledge,” and the alienation of “word games.” Xi Jinping once noted, “The question 
of whom we work for is a fundamental and principled issue in philosophy and social sciences. 
For whom do we write books and set forth theories in China’s philosophy and social sciences? 
Is it to serve a few people or the overwhelming majority? This is a question that must be 
clarified” (Xi 2016b, 12). In the process of advancing the “two integrations,” one scenario is 
consciously proactive, while the other is subconscious. In the process of transforming from 
“potential” to “manifest,” and from the conscious guiding the unconscious, we must conform 
to rational forms, deliberately linking the minds and actions of the people with overt ways 
of thinking and theoretical outcomes; moreover, we must be filled with a sense of value, 
catalyzing the people’s conscious actions with warmth that unites and develops people. 
Currently, the socialist modernization that we are building upholds the principle of putting 
the people first. “The essence of Chinese modernization lies in the modernization of people” 
(IPHLCPCCC 2014a, 594). Chinese modernization aims to “promote all-around material 
abundance as well as people’s well-rounded development” (Xi 2022a, 23). To thoroughly 
advance the “two integrations” amid the surging tide of modernization, we must prioritize 
enhancing people’s qualities, meeting people’s needs, and increasing people’s freedom and 
subjectivity. We must pay attention to both integrating theoretical content, promoting the new 
development of Marxism adapted to the Chinese context and the needs of the times through 
innovation, and guiding theoretical value, enriching and developing contemporary Chinese 
Marxism and Marxism in the 21st century by “relying on, working for, and developing 
people.”

Since the 18th National Congress of the CPC, adhering to the people-centered approach 
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has become the strongest voice of the era and the main theme of theoretical innovative 
development. At the National Conference on Publicity and Ideological Work in 2013,  
Xi Jinping noted, “Our work should focus on serving the people. We should serve the people 
while educating and guiding them, satisfy their demands while upgrading their personal 
quality, disseminate and report more on their great endeavors and vigorous lives, role models 
and their moving stories. This way, we can enrich the people culturally and ethically, enhance 
their moral strength, and meet their cultural and intellectual demands” (Xi 2018, 154). At 
the Forum on Literature and Art in 2014, Xi Jinping stated, “Writers and artists should 
be aware that they will achieve nothing unless they are of the same mind with the people, 
share their fate, joys and sorrows, and willingly serve their interests” (Xi 2017, 318). At 
the Symposium on Philosophy and Social Sciences in 2016, Xi Jinping emphasized, “For 
China’s philosophy and social sciences to make a difference, we must adhere to a people-
centered research orientation. Without the people, philosophy and social sciences will have 
no appeal, no influence, no vitality, and no life force” (Xi 2016b, 12–13). In 2019, at the joint 
panel discussion of Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference (CPPCC) National 
Committee members from the literary, art and social science circles during the Second 
Session of the 13th CPPCC National Committee, Xi Jinping emphasized, “People working in 
the philosophy and social science circles should look beyond their ivory tower and conduct 
extensive field research to see how people live and think, then address their doubts and 
concerns in a way that echoes their inner world” (Xi 2020b, 324). At the opening ceremony 
of the 11th National Congress of China Federation of Literary and Art Circles and the 10th 
National Congress of China Writers Association in 2021, Xi Jinping noted, “The people 
should be the heroes in your works, and you need to think and feel the way the people are 
thinking and feeling and stay close to the people, showing empathy and opening your heart. 
You need to embrace the new era and enjoy the brilliance of life together with the people, and 
sing for them and for our era” (Xi 2022b, 323). In the report to the 20th National Congress of 
the CPC in 2022, Xi Jinping stated, “Theories that are detached from the people will be feeble 
and ineffective, and theories that cannot deliver for the people will be stale and lifeless. We 
must stand firmly with the people, respond to their wishes, respect their creativity, and pool 
their wisdom to develop theories that they like, accept, and adopt and that become powerful 
tools guiding them in understanding and changing the world” (Xi 2022a, 19). Always keeping 
the people in mind, speaking for, advocating for, and giving voice to the people, has become 
an increasingly prominent theoretical foundation and core value for the vigorous development 
of advanced socialist culture in the new era.

If the “two integrations” are “close to the people” in content, they should also be “pleasing 
to the people” in form (presentation). This is because the “two integrations” not only 
point to the integration and incubation of theoretical content but also to the optimization 
and innovation of thinking methods and verbal expression. “Foreign stereotypes must be 
abolished; there must be less singing of empty and abstract tunes, and dogmatism must be laid  
to rest; they must be replaced by the fresh, lively Chinese style and spirit which the common 
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people of China love” (Mao 1993, 534). Quantitative empirical research and rational deductive 
reasoning are in vogue, but the excessive quantification, formalization, and use of jargon have 
already shut out many readers. A key function of culture is to facilitate communication and 
connect with the masses. Theoretical research and philosophical expression must embrace 
public orientation, and the achievement of the “two integrations” must pay attention to the 
needs of the times and audience segmentation in its presentation. Both positive and negative 
examples have fully demonstrated that only when the “two integrations” meet the needs of 
the people and are easily accepted by the masses can they thrive and bear abundant fruits. 
Otherwise, without recognition and practice by the people, they will remain mere armchair 
talk, isolated and self-referential. The innovative theory created by the “two integrations” 
is a dialectical unity of content and form. “The distinct characteristics, style, and manner of 
philosophy and social sciences are products of advanced development, symbols of maturity, 
signs of strength, and expressions of confidence” (Xi 2016b, 15). As socialism with Chinese 
characteristics enters a new era, and as we actively build philosophy and social sciences 
with Chinese characteristics, “Chinese characteristics, Chinese style, and Chinese manner” 
have increasingly become important evaluation criteria. Internally, explaining theories 
should be down-to-earth; upholding Marxism should adapt Marxism to the Chinese context; 
leading experts should speak in plain language; basic tenets should become vivid truths; 
fundamental methods should become practical approaches, integrating broad-based “flood 
irrigation” with tailored “drip irrigation,” so that the Party’s innovative theories continue to 
reach ordinary people’s homes (IPHLCPCCC 2017, 100). Externally, “we must be good at 
formulating iconic concepts, creating new concepts, domains, and expressions that are easy 
for the international community to understand and accept, and guiding the global academic 
community in research and discussion” (Xi 2016b, 24), accelerating the development of 
China’s discourse and narrative system, better telling China’s stories, making China’s voice 
heard, and presenting a China that is a credible, appealing, and respectable. 

On the surface, the “two integrations” are an optimization and catalytic innovation between 
theories. In essence, they are living proof of in-depth interaction and unity among people, 
an exploration and elevation of people’s living conditions, ways of life, and life aspirations. 
From the perspective of cultural philosophy, culture is the set of public behavioral norms 
built by humanity to transcend natural instinct, representing the progressive preset and 
external shaping of human ideals. As interactions deepen, the process of recognition and 
divergence among different cultures continually guides and reshapes the way humanity lives 
together. In 2017, at the United Nations Office at Geneva, Xi Jinping delivered his keynote 
speech “Towards a Global Community of Shared Future” and posed the question: “What has 
happened to the world, and how should we respond?” This is a question for the entire world, 
including China. To a certain extent, the “two integrations” are precisely an anthropological 
answer to this question. The “two integrations” in the anthropological meaning point to the 
integration of different civilizations and groups in the world, a combination that focuses more 
on the synergy and subjectivity of “humanity” and “groups” and relies on the strength of 
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humanity, collectives, solidarity, and cooperation to build a human community with a shared 
future. “We sincerely call upon all countries to hold dear humanity’s shared values of peace, 
development, fairness, justice, democracy, and freedom; to promote mutual understanding 
and forge closer bonds with other peoples” (Xi 2022a, 63). With the advancement of the “two 
integrations” and the vivid practice of adapting Marxism to the Chinese context and the needs 
of the times, we are continually exploring the path of Chinese modernization and have created 
a new form of human advancement. “A new form of human advancement we have created 
is, in terms of world civilization, a new form of Oriental and Chinese civilization; in terms of 
modernization, a new form of modern socialist civilization; in terms of culture, a new form of 
socialist culture with Chinese characteristics; and in terms of humans, a new form for the all-
around development of humans” (Yan 2021). Commitment to “the free development of each 
person” and “the free development of all people” is the highest pursuit of socialist culture 
with Chinese characteristics.

In summary, the “two integrations” are both a worldview and a methodology. Through 
the synergistic integration of history and reality, theory and practice, universality and 
individuality, critique and construction, and fact and value, the “two integrations” have 
helped to forge a solid and broad path of socialism with Chinese characteristics and compiled 
the most vivid and dynamic textbook illustrating both the validity of Marxism and the success 
of adapting Marxism to the Chinese context and the needs of the times. Looking back, the 
brilliant achievements and outstanding contributions in the century-long history of the Party 
are vivid portrayals and historical proof of the CPC uniting and leading the Chinese people 
to continuously realize the “two integrations” and tirelessly exploring the path of Chinese 
modernization. At present, seizing the new stage of development and achieving high-quality 
development, as well as steadily advancing common prosperity, cannot be separated from 
the further flexible application and innovative practice of the “two integrations.” Looking 
to the future, under the correct leadership of the Party, the Chinese people will undoubtedly 
continue to promote the “two integrations,” forge ahead, and jointly compose the great cause 
of building a great modern socialist country.
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