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n recent years it became something of a custom to 
begin any contemporary discussion of historical 
materialism with a nod to the briefly dominant ax-
iom that humanity had reached its veritable termi-

nus. Capitalism had triumphed over socialism, Francis 
Fukuyama insisted, and the ‘end of history’ was upon 
us. Fukuyama’s bold declaration of historical finality 
could be read in hindsight as little more than neoliberal 
triumphalism, proffered in 1989 as philosophical sus-
tenance to a U.S. elite then looking forward to carving 
out a ‘new American century’ in the years ahead. The 
political trajectory of the author of The End of History 
and the Last Man would arguably confirm that apprais-
al, with Fukuyama collaborating for much of the 1990s 
with an assortment of neo-cons who rose to prominence 
around the presidency of George W. Bush before their 
fall from grace in the catastrophic unravelling of the 
‘war on terror’.

But it was also unquestionably true that the ‘end of 
history’ captured something of a more general mood in 
post-Cold War politics, including amongst sections of a 
disoriented left, for whom history had indeed come to 
an end with the collapse of the Soviet Union. The tal-
ented essayist Perry Anderson, for example, detected 
an ‘inverted Marxism’ within Fukuyama’s neo-Hegeli-
an framework: if Marx could turn Hegel on his head, 
then the left could do the same with Fukuyama.1This 
was always a highly questionable proposition, with The 
End of History owing more to the work of Russian-born 
French philosopher Alexandre Kojève than to the di-
alectics of Hegel,2 for whom world history would only 
‘be completed at the moment when the synthesis of the 
Master and the Slave is realised’.3More significant, per-
haps, was the manner in which Fukuyama’s desolate 
perspective spoke to the pessimism of sections of the 
left who had tied their hopes for socialism to the sinking 
ship of Stalinism, and who were therefore vulnerable to 

a prognosis that capitalism no longer faced a viable sys-
temic alternative.

Much of this pessimism was in fact shared by Fuku-
yama himself, who was ambivalent if not altogether 
gloomy about the new world order he heralded, warn-
ing that ‘the end of history will be a very sad time’ when 
‘worldwide ideological struggle…will be replaced by 
economic calculation, the endless solving of technical 
problems, environmental concerns, and the satisfac-
tion of sophisticated consumer demands.’4 Few on the 
left were moved by this morose vision of the future, but 
too many adopted a kind of inverted pessimism from 
Fukuyama: if the ‘history of all hitherto existing society 
is the history of class struggle’, and the working class 
had been definitively defeated in that epic battle, then 
perhaps humanity was staging its final act after all. 

The cultural turn
It was not only the misidentification of socialism with 

Stalinism that precipitated a pessimistic flight from a 
Marxist theory of history. This was, in many forms, well 
underway before the USSR’s collapse, with the ‘cultural 
turn’ from class and materialism gathering pace in the 
academy from at least the late 1970s, first under the 
guise of a post-structuralist break with Marxism (most 
notably in the work of Deleuze, Derrida, and Foucault), 
and into the next decade with the rise of postmodern-
ism, which rejected any kind of ‘grand narrative’ of his-
tory and, in some guises, the very notion of historical 
truth itself. Not everyone, it should be said, was swept 
into this retreat. But this context did create a general at-
mosphere wherein even many of those seeking to work 
within a Marxist framework—particularly in the acade-
my—felt driven to concede that there was something de-
ficient in Marx’s conception of history, or compelled to 
adapt lest they be charged with economic reductionism. 

So strong was the reaction against materialism that 
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by 1990 Barbara Fields was complaining of a historiog-
raphy of slavery that presumed its ‘chief business [was] 
the production of white supremacy rather than the pro-
duction of cotton, sugar, rice and tobacco.’5 Ironically, 
under the cover of rejecting ‘economic reductionism’, 
the predominant movement in the academy was to-
wards a new reductionist paradigm centred around cul-
tural discourse, wherein the ‘basic Marxist proposition 
that in any society ideas are a reflection of material con-
ditions [was] considered terribly quaint’:6 in this envi-
ronment, rejection of any kind of class-centred relativi-
ty became almost a rite of passage for theorists aspiring 
to be welcomed into a self-replicating academic elite. 

In explaining this cultural turn, Marxists have gener-
ally offered a subjective rationale: the pessimism taking 
hold among a layer of academics who felt powerless to 
halt the ebb tide of post-1968 radicalism, and amongst 
a further layer who had presumed the Soviet Union rep-
resented ‘actually existing socialism’; the weakening of 
the labour movement through a succession of serious 
defeats leading to a downplaying of class; the detach-
ment of intellectuals from any kind of political practice 
through the decline of mass communist parties. To be 
sure, all of these explanations have validity to them. But 
isn’t it also the case that there is, in fact, a material ba-
sis to this flight from materialism: that in denying the 
link between material foundations and ideas, these in-
tellectuals were paradoxically reflecting aspects of the 
material base of late capitalism themselves? 

A viable Marxist explanation, of course, would have 
to rest on an acknowledgement that both the subjective 
and the objective have been at play. Frederic Jameson 
was no doubt correct to write of modern capitalism that 
the ‘very sphere of culture itself has expanded, becom-
ing coterminous with market society in such a way that 
the cultural is no longer limited to its earlier, tradition-
al or experimental forms, but is consumed throughout 
daily life itself’.7 But this outcome was accounted for 
in the original historical materialist thesis: the more 
expansive and complex the division of labour is at the 
base, the more varied the cultural and political forms 
that arise from it, and the greater the appearance of 
‘detachment’ between the two becomes. It was this very 
perception of detachment that inspired Marx to look 
for the ‘hidden’ source of ideas in material life in the 
first place. That this separation appears vastly more 

substantial in an age of capitalist senescence would not 
have come as a great surprise to Marx; nor does it ne-
gate his claim that this alienation can only be overcome 
in practice—most importantly through struggle and rev-
olutionary upheaval—where the contradiction between 
the base and its superstructure is most clearly revealed. 

Surveying the panorama of uncertainty and politi-
cal volatility spreading across the world today, and the 
diverse forms of resistance that have emerged as a re-
sult—best exemplified, perhaps, by a resurgent wom-
en’s movement and the power of Black Lives Matter 
(BLM)—it should be apparent just how far-reaching 
the transformation of politics has been since Fukuyama 
called time on history, with U.S. hegemony teetering in 
the face of Chinese expansion, the intensification of cli-
mate change forcing a discussion about systemic alter-
natives to capitalism, and a deep ideological rift sharp-
ening between those who want to smash oppression and 
those who seek to maintain it. Not only is history not 
finished, history itself has become a remarkably con-
tested terrain, as disputes about the past move beyond 
the classroom and the sanitised historical perspectives 
of the market-driven tourism sector to become live fea-
tures of political and ideological struggle, most notably 
in the manner in which BLM protestors have sought to 
literally dump the edifices of colonialism and slavery 
into the river. 

In a fashion that only Marxists can comprehend, 
however, ideas lag behind this process. The profound-
ly emancipatory potential of these movements has not 
always been matched by the level of discourse, which 
invariably reduces endemic and systemic oppression to 
a less tangible by-product of privilege—limiting itself to 
the illumination of important intersections of shameful 
and deeply problematic practices reinforcing aspects of 
oppression, while too often sidestepping the centrifugal 
force of class underpinning both economic inequali-
ty and oppressive relations. This results in a situation 
where millionaires and billion-dollar corporations offer 
up their services in the fight against ‘privilege’ without 
any apparent contradiction. Kimberlé Crenshaw’s con-
ceptualisation of ‘intersectionality’—whereby roads at 
an intersection are analogous to multiple oppressions—
powerfully spoke to the experience of millions of people, 
but it’s unlikely she foresaw the ease with which ‘inter-
sectionalists’ like Hillary Clinton would navigate the 



45

IRISH MARXIST REVIEW

crossroads in their proverbial sports cars. 
Marxists and the left more generally have much to 

learn from these struggles and from the generation of 
activists driving them, many of whom are engaging with 
socialist ideas in one form or another for the first time. 
But we also have something to offer in return. Early in 
his revolutionary career, Marx identified the distinction 
between ‘political emancipation’ and ‘human emancipa-
tion’, between the formal freedoms afforded to individ-
uals by the state and the material constraints on the re-
alisation of that freedom in practice.8 This contradiction 
prominently lies at the heart of many of the struggles 
and protests today. Despite decades of formal equal-
ity—for black people, for women, for other oppressed 
groups—deep and systemic inequality persists; indeed 
they are resurgent. How to go beyond this contradic-
tion, to truly enter the ‘realm of freedom’ as Marx would 
have it, is at the very core of the historical materialist 
thesis. 

Base, superstructure, and marxism
Realising this potential, and the promise of a renewal 

of historical materialism along with it, demands a reck-
oning with a beleaguered Marxism bearing the scars of 
decades of defensive posturing. Fukuyama may well be 
in the rear-view mirror, but the assumptions that pre-
pared the ground for him and began to take firm hold in 
the ’80s—not least that Marxism was an archaic theory 
with little explanatory power in the world we inhabit to-
day—are still very much front and centre. Chief amongst 
these is the charge that Marxism is a reductionist theo-
ry, frequently written off as being teleological, techno-
logically or economically deterministic, and as having 
no capacity for informing complex debates around race, 
sex, or gender. The critical distinction made by Marx 
between base and superstructure—between the materi-
al basis of society, in other words, and the political and 
legal superstructure that arises from it—is a common 
starting point for such dismissals. So relentless have 
these attacks been over recent decades that a number of 
Marxist intellectuals have felt compelled to abandon the 
base/superstructure distinction themselves. I will argue 
that this has been both an unnecessary and a regressive 
miscalculation—one that has charted a trajectory away 
from the fundamental tenets of historical materialism. 

Much of the negativity surrounding base/super-

structure has its origins in Stalinist distortion. In his 
Dialectical and Historical Materialism, Stalin outlined 
a theory of history that equated the development of the 
productive forces with progress itself, eliminating any 
role for human agency and thought, and reducing the 
Marxist method to the kind of vulgar materialism that 
Marx had so sharply polemicized against.9 Stalin’s ac-
count of history was of course self-serving: it reflected 
the interests of the Soviet nomenklatura, which had 
a stake in developing an account of history that drew 
equivalence between industrialisation and human 
progress as they sought to coerce the working class to 
industrialise at breakneck speed. This was a theory of 
history that, in common with the early (non-Marxist) 
materialists, expunged any notion of human agency, 
viewing humanity as the mere plaything of larger ma-
terial forces. Despite its crudity, Stalin’s distortion of 
historical materialism would become seriously influen-
tial—both in the sense that it informed a generation of 
historians working within the orbit of communist par-
ties, but also in its impact in repelling many more away 
from the Marxist method. 

Matters were not helped by the fact that some of 
those who sought to break from this methodology did 
so from within a broadly Stalinist framework. Mao’s 
infamous inversion of base/superstructure—in which 
‘political and cultural reforms become the principal and 
decisive factors’—was as self-serving as Stalin’s. This 
amounted to a distortion of the Marxist method to suit 
the conditions of peasant war, by effectively eliminating 
any notion of material constraint on the communist 
project.10 As a method for statecraft—most notably in 
the Great Leap Forward—and as a political strategy for 
Maoists around the world, Mao’s insistence that history 
could be leapt over by the sheer force of will was an 
unmitigated disaster, with a heavy human toll. But its 
intellectual legacy outlived Maoism’s catastrophic real-
world impact.

Maoism was an important reference point for Al-
thusser’s structuralist theory—ascendant in academ-
ic circles during the 1970s—which sought to integrate 
it with his own reworking of base/superstructure, in 
which the material base was determinant only in ‘the 
last instance’, later qualified to insist that the ‘hour of 
the “last instance” never comes.’11 Althusser’s structur-
alism, affording relative autonomy to the fields of cul-
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ture and politics, would inform developments in work 
within the ‘ideological field’, as he termed it. Some of 
the attempts to creatively engage with base/superstruc-
ture from within this category were useful, if flawed, 
corrections to Stalinist reductionism; most notably in 
the work of Stuart Hall and his collaborator Raymond 
Williams.12 However, the increasing detachment of the 
ideological field from its material anchor opened the 
door to the post-structuralism and postmodernism that 
now pervades the academy. 

It was against this backdrop that some Marxists, 
seeking a path away from a static model of historical 
materialism, came to abandon the idea of base and su-
perstructure entirely. Reacting against the crude mate-
rialism of the Stalinist model and the rigid structural-
ism of Althusser, E. P. Thompson declared the schema 
‘radically defective’. ‘It cannot be repaired,’ he wrote, 
citing ‘an in-built tendency…towards reductionism’.13 
In its place, Thompson gravitated toward ‘the poetry of 
voluntarism’—a common point of attraction for those 
who wished to discard any kind of material determina-
tion, but one that tends to err in the opposite direction.14 
In her own robust attack on Althusser, Ellen Meiksins 
Wood was drawn to concur with Thompson on the util-
ity of base/superstructure, writing that the ‘metaphor 
has always been more trouble than it’s worth’ and had 
been afforded a ‘theoretical weight far beyond its limit-
ed capacities’.15 David Roediger perhaps best embodied 
the thinking amongst contemporary left-wing academ-
ics when he identified base/superstructure as a concept 
belonging decidedly to the cannon of an ‘old left’ who 
‘[overemphasise] the point that class and not race is the 
central consideration in the history of white and black 
workers’—as against his own emphasis on the central-
ity of ‘whiteness’.16 Indeed, base/superstructure meets 
with such ubiquitous disdain within left academia that 
it seems entirely fitting that its most recent book-length 
treatment is titled Biography of a Blunder.17

Most of these attacks on base and superstructure 
have emerged either as reactions against Stalinism or 
under the influence of the cultural turn in the academy. 
But it remains the case that this framework was the ba-
sis of the classical Marxist tradition, not only of Marx 
and Engels themselves, but also the best of the Second 
International, the traditions associated with Lenin and 
Trotsky, and some of the finest historiography Marxism 

has to offer. Importantly, this framework was also cen-
tral to Gramsci, who did so much to develop the Marxist 
theory of ideology and the state, and for whom base and 
superstructure remained a vital ‘Archimedean point’.18 
Later writers have made important defences of base 
and superstructure as well. Franz Jakubowski devel-
oped one of the most perceptive studies of the subject in 
1936,19 and his work—which has shaped my own think-
ing on these questions—marks him out as one of only a 
handful of contemporary Marxists who have sought to 
defend historical materialism against the grain of aca-
demic trends.20

While taking exception to aspects of this established 
literature, this essay shares their aim in reasserting the 
centrality of base and superstructure to classical Marx-
ism, demonstrating that, far from underpinning occa-
sional blunders, the concepts were a critical and recur-
ring feature of Marx’s method, which utilised them not 
as strict, literal categories but as necessary abstractions 
in the deconstruction of a complex and dialectical totali-
ty. Understanding the ‘explanatory primacy’ of base and 
superstructure is therefore a vital Archimedean point for 
the construction of a dynamic and contingent theory of 
history: one that firmly roots itself in the material world 
and the social relations that develop from it, but which 
can account for the role of agency and human thought in 
the transformation of that world.21 As with Lukács and 
Jakubowski,22 and against Althusser and mechanical ma-
terialists (including Cohen),23 it is necessary to locate his-
torical materialism within an explicitly dialectical frame-
work—identifying the continuities between Hegel and 
Marx, as well as the breaks, allowing for a more rounded 
understanding of the ways that Marx deploys the con-
cepts of base and superstructure as antagonistic points 
within a wider contradictory totality. 

Dialectics and materialism
Engels once wrote that there are two modes of think-

ing—idealist and materialist. He insisted, though not 
uncritically, that Marxism was decidedly in the materi-
alist camp: ideas could not be detached from the reality 
from which they sprung, he argued, and human history 
had to be located in the particularity of its social and 
environmental context.24 ‘The ultimately determining 
element in history is the production and reproduction 
of real life’, wrote Engels to Bloch in 1890. ‘Other than 
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this neither Marx nor I have ever asserted.’ However, 
he added an important note of caution: ‘If somebody 
twists this into saying that the economic element is the 
only determining one, he transforms that proposition 
into a meaningless, abstract, senseless phrase.’25 Thus 
Marxism is materialist, but it is also a dialectical mate-
rialist method, in that it aims to account for the complex 
interaction between the material world and the actions 
of people. 

The Marxian ‘problematic’, to use a phrase associat-
ed with Althusser, can only be deciphered by its rela-
tionship to two of its intellectual antecedents: Hegel and 
Feuerbach. The debt that Marx and Engels owed to He-
gelian dialectics is quite obvious, with Marx declaring in 
an afterword to Capital that he ‘openly avowed’ himself 
a ‘pupil of that mighty thinker.’26 For Hegel, the world 
was driven by the dynamic interaction of contradictory 
tendencies: ‘Contradiction is the root of all movement 
and vitality,’ he wrote, ‘it is only in so far as something 
has a contradiction within it that it moves, has an urge 
and activity.’27 These contradictions were not, Hegel 
insisted, merely distinct factors to be accounted for in 
separation. He would stress not only dialectical inter-
action but also the totality of existence—in which the 
dialectic of history was conceived of in a circular pat-
tern, where the end would eventually come to justify the 
beginning—or as Hegel would more succinctly express 
it, ‘The true is the whole.’28

Engels would explain that he and Marx took from 
Hegel a dialectical view of the totality not ‘as a complex 
of ready-made things, but as a complex of processes’.29 
However, they insisted that this dialectical ‘method’ of 
inquiry had to be separated from Hegel’s idealistic ‘sys-
tem’—what Marx called the ‘mystifying side of [the] He-
gelian dialectic’—wherein the ‘process of thinking’ was 
transformed ‘into an independent subject’ external to 
the material world, finding its expression in the Abso-
lute Idea.30 Marx, in contrast, stated that ‘the ideal is 
nothing else than the material world reflected by the hu-
man mind, and translated into forms of thought.’31 By 
adopting Hegel’s method whilst discarding his idealist 
system, Marx insisted you could turn the dialectic ‘right 
side up again’ and ‘discover the rational kernel within 
the mystical shell’:

In its mystified form, dialectic became the fashion 
in Germany, because it seemed to transfigure 

and to glorify the existing state of things. In its 
rational form it is a scandal and abomination 
to bourgeoisdom and its doctrinaire professors, 
because it includes in its comprehension and 
affirmative recognition of the existing state of 
things, at the same time also, the recognition of 
the negation of that state, of its inevitable breaking 
up; because it regards every historically developed 
social form as in fluid movement, and therefore 
takes into account its transient nature not less than 
its momentary existence; because it lets nothing 
impose upon it, and is in its essence critical and 
revolutionary.32

The ingenuity of the Marxist application of the di-
alectic, therefore, was to make the material world its 
foundation. ‘The production of the immediate materi-
al means of subsistence’ was the starting point of his-
torical materialism, ‘instead of vice versa’.33 But Marx 
and Engels would also come to develop a critique of a 
metaphysical view of history, where the determination 
of the ideal was replaced with the strict determination 
of matter—most importantly with the philosophy of 
Feuerbach. That is not to say that Feuerbach had no 
positive influence on the pair. His own materialist cri-
tique of Hegel’s idealism, in particular his inversion of 
its Christian theodicy—whereby god is the outworking 
of humanity, rather than the other way round—had a 
profound effect on Marx and Engels, with the latter re-
calling that ‘we were all Feuerbachians’ for a period in 
their youth.34 So influential was Feuerbach’s critique of 
Hegel, that Marx ‘saved himself the job of arguing his 
own divergence from Hegelian philosophy in systematic 
detail.’35 However, ‘with the dialectic as his tool’, Marx 
would be drawn to dissect Feuerbach’s thesis as well—a 
moment that augured the development of the historical 
materialist synthesis. 

In his Theses On Feuerbach, for example, Marx 
wrote: ‘The chief defect of all hitherto existing material-
ism—that of Feuerbach included—is that the thing, re-
ality, sensuousness, is conceived only in the form of the 
object or of contemplation, but not as sensuous human 
activity, practice, not subjectively.’ Here Marx was high-
lighting an important symmetry between the weakness 
of Hegel’s idealism and the weakness of Feuerbach’s 
materialism: whereas the former afforded an independ-
ent existence to the Ideal, the latter considered the force 
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of matter in an equally ethereal fashion. In highlighting 
the role of ‘circumstances and upbringing’, Feuerbach 
had failed to note ‘that circumstances are changed by 
men and that it is essential to educate the educator him-
self.’ Following this, Marx insisted that the materialist 
conception of history must also grasp the role played by 
human agency within the ‘ensemble of the social rela-
tions.’ Not only was such a method necessary to explain 
the fullness of the interaction between the material 
world and humanity, but also to grasp how it could be 
transformed: ‘The coincidence of the changing of cir-
cumstances and of human activity or self-changing can 
be conceived and rationally understood only as revolu-
tionary practice.’36

Marx’s theory of history, as he succinctly put it, was 
predicated on a ‘materialism which coincides with hu-
manism’.37 It would be too simplistic, however, to simply 
say that Marxism is materialism and dialectics—or mind 
and matter. For one, this kind of dualism is incompatible 
with dialectics itself: ‘Thinking and being are thus cer-
tainly distinct’, as Marx remarked in the Economic and 
Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844, ‘but at the same time 
they are in unity with each other.’38 Jakubowski makes 
a convincing case, following this, that Marx’s materialist 
inversion of Hegel was not an arbitrary appendage to his 
method ‘but a demand of the dialectic [itself]’. ‘Hegelian 
philosophy already bears within itself the seed of its own 
destruction’, he insists. ‘It is negated and maintained [by 
Marx] at the same time.’39

The 1859 preface
‘If there should ever be time for such a work again’, 

wrote Marx to Engels in 1858, ‘I should greatly like to 
make accessible to the ordinary human intelligence, 
in two or three printer’s sheets, what is rational in the 
method which Hegel discovered but at the same time 
enveloped in mysticism.’40 Alas, Marx never found the 
time to explicitly and succinctly outline his dialectical 
method. That is not to say that discerning this method 
is an impossible task—the thread can be found running 
through Marx’s vast body of work, most notably in Cap-
ital, and in fragmentary allusions to his basic frame-
work elsewhere. 

Perhaps the closest he came to an explicit explana-
tion of his method comes in the 1859 Preface to a Con-
tribution to the Critique of Political Economy—which 

explains its centrality to historical materialism—where-
in a basic outline of the Marxist theory of history can be 
found. Here, Marx gives a brief biographical sketch of 
his studies, when as a young Hegelian he first turned his 
‘attention to economic questions’, and then to a study of 
the ‘Hegelian philosophy of law’ in order ‘to dispel the 
doubts assailing me’, before concluding ‘that neither le-
gal relations nor political forms could be comprehend-
ed…on the basis of a so-called general development of 
the human mind, but...on the contrary they originate in 
the material conditions of life.’ How to move beyond the 
manner in which society presents itself, then, to discov-
er the concealed motive forces driving it? Marx explains 
the ‘guiding principle’ of his studies:  

In the social production of their life, men enter 
into definite relations that are indispensable and 
independent of their will, relations of production 
which correspond to a definite stage of development 
of their material productive forces. The sum total 
of these relations of production constitutes the 
economic structure of society, the real foundation, 
on which rises a legal and political superstructure 
and to which correspond definite forms of social 
consciousness.
The mode of production of material life conditions 
the social, political and intellectual life process in 
general. It is not the consciousness of men that 
determines their being, but, on the contrary, their 
social being that determines their consciousness.
At a certain stage of their development, the material 
productive forces of society come in conflict with 
the existing relations of production, or—what is 
but a legal expression for the same thing—with the 
property relations within which they have been at 
work hitherto. From forms of development of the 
productive forces these relations turn into their 
fetters.
Then begins an epoch of social revolution. With 
the change of the economic foundation the entire 
immense superstructure is more or less rapidly 
transformed. In considering such transformations 
a distinction should always be made between the 
material transformation of the economic conditions 
of production, which can be determined with the 
precision of natural science, and the legal, political, 
religious, aesthetic or philosophic — in short, 
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ideological forms in which men become conscious 
of this conflict and fight it out. Just as our opinion 
of an individual is not based on what he thinks of 
himself, so can we not judge of such a period of 
transformation by its own consciousness; on the 
contrary, this consciousness must be explained 
rather from the contradictions of material life, from 
the existing conflict between the social productive 
forces and the relations of production.41

Here are presented in a clear and concise way the 
basic propositions of historical materialism. Firstly, 
society is a complex interaction of integrated forms 
of organisation which are part of a wider totality, but 
which are in constant contradiction with one and other. 
Secondly, the manner in which these contradictions 
play out is not immediately discernible: ‘Just as our 
opinion of an individual is not based on what he thinks 
of himself’, so too must we go beyond the superficial way 
that societies present themselves, and look instead for 
the ‘contradictions of material life’ that make up its ‘real 
foundation’.42 Thirdly, though consciousness cannot 
be ‘determined with the precision of natural science’—
because of the complex interaction of its ‘legal, political, 
religious, aesthetic or philosophic’ components—it is 
necessary to locate its origins in connection with the 
inner contradiction of society.  

Following this framework, Marx situates history as 
the development of particular forms of productive inter-
action with nature (productive forces), which necessar-
ily involve a corresponding form of social organisation 
(relations of production), together forming the basis of 
a series of historically identifiable ‘modes of produc-
tion’—a composite totality of the forces and relations of 
production, such as feudalism, slavery, or capitalism—
with their own innate ‘laws of motion’. The contradic-
tion between the forces, relations, and production, ac-
cording to Marx, is the primary motor of history. Out 
of this tension ‘arises’ a political, legal, and ideological 
‘superstructure’, in which humanity becomes ‘conscious 
of this conflict and fight[s] it out.’43 At some point in this 
development, these social relations become ‘fetters’ on 
the further development of production, the overcoming 
of which invariably requires an ‘era of social revolution’ 
if humanity is to move from one mode of production 
to another (as in from feudalism to capitalism, or from 
capitalism to socialism). 

Naturally, the brevity with which Marx races through 
these concepts has led to a myriad of disputes about 
their precise meaning. Some elaboration is required, 
therefore, that locates base and superstructure within 
Marx’s wider oeuvre. By the forces of production, Marx 
is speaking of the material components of production 
used to transform nature (tools, machinery, etc.), the 
level of technological technique in any given society 
(e.g. has it mastered horticulture, or the domestication 
of animals, or is it industrialised or largely agrarian?), as 
well as the power of labour used in that process (slaves, 
serfs, peasants, workers, etc). The final component is of 
critical importance. As Molyneux points out, the oft-re-
peated claim that Marx is only speaking of technological 
forms makes little sense because ‘tools and machinery 
have first to be produced by human labour and, even 
then, do not produce anything themselves without fur-
ther human labour to set them in motion.’44

Marx makes this point explicitly himself in Capital, 
where he describes the ‘labour-process’ as involving 
three things: ‘1, the personal activity of man, i.e., work 
itself; 2, the subject of that work; and 3, its instruments.’ 
Whilst placing the activity of human beings and nature 
at the centre of this dialectical interaction—including 
the admission that a person’s ‘limbs’ were their origi-
nal ‘instrument of labour’ and ‘the earth[their] original 
tool house’—Marx is crystal clear that the progression 
of humanity ‘requires specially prepared instruments.’. 
He goes on: ‘Instruments of labour not only supply a 
standard of the degree of development to which human 
labour has attained, but they are also indicators of the 
social conditions under which that labour is carried on.’ 
The particular degree to which these instruments have 
developed and the level of technique employed, by ex-
tension, minimises or increases the degree to which a 
society can adapt ‘nature’s material’ to ‘the wants’ of 
humanity.45

What of the relations of production? Because the 
production of subsistence is a thoroughly social endeav-
our, it necessarily involves particular forms of social 
interaction in order to carry it out. In class societies—
where production is predicated on exploitation—these 
interactions inevitably involve some form of what Co-
hen called ‘relations of effective power over persons 
and productive forces’.46 That is to say, the basis for 
productive relations is the means of control over the 
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forces of production, most crucially of one class over 
the other: relations between lord and serf, slave own-
er and slave, bourgeois and proletarian, etc. It is out 
of this tension that the superstructure arises—both to 
justify this contradiction and to enforce it. Under feu-
dalism this involved what Brenner dubbed a process of 
‘political accumulation’, whereby lords were compelled 
to accrue greater political and military power in order 
to overcome both the resistance of peasants and that of 
rival lords.47 Under capitalism, as Gramsci suggests, this 
superstructure comprises an integral state built on an 
imbrication of coercion and consent—encompassing as-
pects of civil society as well as armed bodies such as the 
police or the military, with one or the other becoming 
hegemonic depending on the balance of class forces.48

Because these social relations are ‘interwoven’ with 
the forces of production, transformations in the latter 
can induce a transformation in the former: ‘The bour-
geoisie cannot exist without constantly revolutionising 
the instruments of production, and thereby the relations 
of production, and with them the whole relations of so-
ciety.’49 It is in this sense that the ‘form of [social] inter-
course is again determined by production.’50 However, 
this is not a linear process. As Marx highlights in the 
1859 Preface, ‘at a certain stage of their development’ 
the relations of production can become ‘fetters’ that im-
pede the further development of production. This can 
be observed in the way that sections of the old feudal 
ruling classes resisted the development of capitalism in 
its fullest form, or the way the bourgeoisie today resist 
developing the kinds of productive forms necessary to 
build a democratic and ecologically stable society. Con-
sequently, an ‘an epoch of social revolution’ becomes 
necessary. It was out of this framework that Marx and 
Engels declared that the ‘history of all hitherto existing 
society is the history of class struggles.’51

Productive relations and superstructure 
Cohen is correct, therefore, to identify the means of 

effective control over the forces of production as ab-
solutely central to Marx’s conception of productive re-
lations. However, his intention to narrow the concept 
exclusively to this relationship is a critical error that fu-
els the prevailing consensus that historical materialism 
has nothing to say about social relations more general-
ly. Firstly, this is much too narrow a concept. The par-

ticular form of exploitation by ruler over ruled is indeed 
central, but this interaction can have an impact on all 
manner of other relations. Is the workforce exclusively 
male, for example, or overwhelmingly so? If the answer 
is affirmative, then naturally this will have an impact on 
gender relations, the nature of the family, etc.—which 
in turn will have an impact on wider society. What of 
the religious or racial composition of the workforce? Are 
particular oppressed groups part of these relations, ex-
cluded from them, or included but in an unequal fash-
ion? Again, such dynamics cannot be excluded from our 
conception of the relations of production. 

Because humanity cannot exist without a form of 
subsistence—involving a particular form of exploita-
tion in class society—then the material base is always a 
key determinant in the relations of production, and by 
extension in society itself. But other relations can arise 
from this and react ‘upon it as a determining element’ 
as well. In the third volume of Capital, for example, in 
the process of reaffirming the centrality of class to the 
material base, Marx adds: 

This does not prevent the same economic 
basis—the same from the standpoint of its main 
conditions—due to innumerable different empirical 
circumstances, natural environment, racial 
relations, external historical influences, etc. 
from showing infinite variations and gradations 
in appearance, which can be ascertained only by 
analysis of the empirically given circumstances.52

The above qualification, often omitted in the criti-
cal literature, points to a dynamic conceptualisation of 
base and superstructure—that firmly roots history and 
politics in the material basis of life—which is capable of 
accounting for the ‘infinite variations and gradations’ 
of society that arise out of historical or environmental 
factors, or indeed because of particular forms of oppres-
sion. It is a framework, too, that allows for an under-
standing of periods where ‘the class struggle between 
capital and labour is forced into the background’, as 
Marx put in his afterword to Capital.53

This framework suggests as well that Marx consid-
ered the superstructure as more than a passive reflec-
tion of the base. Harman stresses the conservative na-
ture of superstructure, describing it as ‘concerned with 
controlling the base, with fixing existing relations of ex-
ploitation, and therefore in putting a limit on changes in 
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the relations of production.’ He cites the example of an-
cient China, where the ruling class set out to ‘crush any 
new social force that emerged out of changes in produc-
tion’ by literally smashing their means of subsistence.54 
This is a useful corollary as to how the relations of pro-
duction can become ‘fetters’ on the productive forces, 
and the way that the institutions of the superstructure—
most notably the state—can play a conservative role 
by seeking to reinforce the class divisions in society. 
Harman’s treatment has a certain undialectical quality 
about it, however, that can inadvertently reinforce the 
mechanical reading of history he sought to overcome.

Marx claims only that the relations of production can 
become fetters at a ‘certain stage’ in pre-capitalist de-
velopment—not at every stage—and only when ‘all the 
productive forces for which it is sufficient have been 
developed, and new superior relations of production…
have matured within the framework of the old society.’55 
His own writings on the development of capitalism—not 
least in the way the bourgeois state that arose out of it 
became ‘the unconscious tool of history’56 by greatly ex-
panding the capitalist mode of production across the 
world—suggests that the superstructure can encourage 
or discourage the development of the productive rela-
tions depending on its stage of development. As Engels 
writes:

The reaction of the state power upon economic 
development can take a three-fold form. It can 
run in the same direction, and then the tempo of 
development becomes accelerated; it can buck 
up against that development in which case today 
in every large nation the state power is sure to 
go to smash for good; or it can block economic 
development along some directions and lay down 
its path along others. This last case is ultimately 
reducible to one of either of the foregoing two. 
It is clear that in the second and third cases the 
political power can do great damage to the course of 
economic development and result in a great waste of 
energy and materials.57

Crucial, too, is Marx’s insistence in the 1859 Preface 
that the superstructure is where forces ‘become con-
scious of this conflict and fight it out’. This does not 
mean, as Hegel would have had it before Marx, that the 
state is a neutral arena for the settling of scores. Rather, 
it suggests that the outworking of antagonisms at the 

base of society will find their expression in ideological 
and political discourse, and find resolution only through 
this struggle. It is for this reason that Marx’s own histor-
ical writings, most notably in The Eighteenth Brumaire 
of Louis Bonaparte, are full of contingencies that em-
anate from the course of the ebbs and flows of politi-
cal battle. But it is also why Gramsci was compelled to 
reemphasise the centrality of hegemony—as against the 
‘technological determinism’ of some of his interlocutors 
who had constructed a quasi-evolutionary conception 
of social change—when outlining how the working class 
can win power. 

In what Hal Draper described as Marx’s ‘most con-
centrated statement…of his theory of the state in rela-
tion to his theory of social structure and change’,58 we 
find explicit reference to the way that the superstructure 
‘grows directly out of production’ and ‘reacts upon it as 
a determining element’: 

The specific economic form, in which unpaid 
surplus-labour is pumped out of direct producers, 
determines the relationship of rulers and ruled, 
as it grows directly out of production itself and, 
in turn, reacts upon it as a determining element. 
Upon this, however, is founded the entire formation 
of the economic community which grows up out 
of the production relations themselves, thereby 
simultaneously its specific political form. It is 
always the direct relationship of the owners of the 
conditions of production to the direct producers—a 
relation always naturally corresponding to a definite 
stage in the development of the methods of labour 
and thereby its social productivity—which reveals 
the innermost secret, the hidden basis of the entire 
social structure and with it the political form of the 
relation of sovereignty and dependence, in short, 
the corresponding specific form of the state.59

An off night?
This conception of historical materialism, particu-

larly the base/superstructure distinction, has been 
repeatedly attacked as a flawed concept, including by 
some Marxists who argue that base/superstructure was 
a clumsy analogy used by Marx that he never (or rarely) 
repeated, and which can thus be discarded. This ten-
dency was reinforced by the theory postulated by Prinz 
that the 1859 Preface was flawed because Marx delib-
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erately crafted the work in an opaque fashion for fear 
of falling foul of the Prussian censor.60 This may offer 
an explanation as to why the role of class struggle is not 
more explicit in the Preface as it is in other writings, but 
it does not follow logically that base/superstructure was 
merely a ruse employed to avoid the censor. For one, 
Marx never disavowed the concept. Nor was the 1859 
Preface the only (or indeed the first) instance of its us-
age by Marx, as is often claimed. The concept appears at 
least seven years earlier in The Eighteenth Brumaire of 
Louis Bonaparte, where Marx gives a wonderfully suc-
cinct summation:

Upon the different forms of property, upon the 
social conditions of existence, rises an entire 
superstructure of distinct and peculiarly formed 
sentiments, illusions, modes of thought, and 
views of life. The entire class creates and forms 
them out of its material foundations and out of 
the corresponding social relations. The single 
individual, who derives them through tradition and 
upbringing, may imagine that they form the real 
motives and the starting point of his activity.61

The passage above is very much in line with the sche-
ma outlined in the 1859 Preface: the ‘entire superstruc-
ture’ arises out of the ‘social conditions of existence’, 
which comprises its ‘material foundations’ (forces of 
production) and the ‘corresponding social relations’ (re-
lations of production). It does, however, afford a more 
explicit role for human agency and the class struggle—
in line with his wider work. Marx would return to a de-
fence of base/superstructure in Capital, and in the 1873 
afterword to the German edition of Capital, as did En-
gels in a number of subsequent letters. In a footnote to 
Capital, for example, Marx is unequivocal in his defence 
of the framework he had outlined in the 1859 Preface:  

In the estimation of that paper, my view that each 
special mode of production and the social relations 
corresponding to it, in short, that the economic 
structure of society, is the real basis on which the 
juridical and political superstructure is raised and to 
which definite social forms of thought correspond; 
that the mode of production determines the 
character of the social, political, and intellectual life 
generally.62

Importantly, Marx goes on to explain why the base 
and superstructure relationship does not discount the 

key role played by ideas and politics. Using the exam-
ple of the Middle Ages and that of Athens and Rome—
where Catholicism and politics respectively ‘reigned su-
preme’—Marx explains that even when ideology plays 
a determinant role, it cannot be completely detached 
from its material base:

All this is very true for our own times, in which 
material interests preponderate, but not for the 
middle ages, in which Catholicism, nor for Athens 
and Rome, where politics, reigned supreme. In the 
first place it strikes one as an odd thing for any one 
to suppose that these well-worn phrases about the 
middle ages and the ancient world are unknown 
to anyone else. This much, however, is clear, that 
the middle ages could not live on Catholicism, nor 
the ancient world on politics. On the contrary, it 
is the mode in which they gained a livelihood that 
explains why here politics, and there Catholicism, 
played the chief part. For the rest, it requires but a 
slight acquaintance with the history of the Roman 
republic, for example, to be aware that its secret 
history is the history of its landed property.63

Thus, contrary to the defensive jettisoning that some 
have engaged in, Edara is correct to write that ‘we can-
not reject the base and superstructure thesis as having 
no significant place in Marx, because the idea it encap-
sulates…occurs quite frequently, with unmistakable sig-
nificance, in his writings.’64

Technological reductionism?
A more prevalent criticism of base and superstructure 

is that it is technologically deterministic, that it equates 
the expansion of production with human progress in a 
neat, almost mathematically determined package. As E. 
P. Thompson sardonically put it: ‘However many the 
Emperor slew / The scientific historian / While taking 
note of contradiction / Affirms that productive forces 
grew.’65 This is a profoundly mistaken proposition. 

Marx conceives of technology in a dialectical man-
ner. Human beings create technology, which in turn 
changes the world around us, and in the process chang-
es the nature of human relationships themselves: ‘Tech-
nology discloses man’s mode of dealing with Nature, the 
process of production by which he sustains his life, and 
thereby also lays bare the mode of formation of his so-
cial relations, and of the mental conceptions that flow 
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from them.’66 This transformative process holds great 
emancipatory potential, but the closing of the gap be-
tween potential and realisation is by no means prede-
termined: whether or not it is overcome depends on 
human agency. 

This is evident in the way that Marx identifies the 
revolutionary possibilities that emanated from capital-
ist expansion—which vastly expanded human produc-
tive capacity, but did so through a process that came 
‘dripping from head to toe, from every pore, with dirt 
and blood’.67 The massive expansion of productive ca-
pacity that capitalism brought in its train, therefore, 
created the conditions from which a more egalitarian 
society could conceivably arise, but such progress was 
far from inevitable. Indeed the suggestion that Marx 
equated technological advancement with progress is 
contradicted by Marx’s own critique of capitalism, in 
which he insists that technical changes in production 
can lead to a general tendency of the rate of profit to 
fall (because of its effect on the organic composition of 
capital), thus leading to a crisis in society.68 Hence the 
contingent clause in the Communist Manifesto: that 
class struggle will result ‘either in a revolutionary recon-
stitution of society at large, or in the common ruin of the 
contending classes.’69

For Marx, the forces of production do not equal 
progress, but instead determine the level of potential 
progress: ‘The development of productive forces…is an 
absolutely necessary practical premise because with-
out it want is merely made general.’70 A certain level of 
development of the productive forces is a prerequisite, 
then, for overcoming necessity—without which human-
ity cannot ‘pursue politics, science, art’, etc.—but not 
a guarantee. Marx insists, following this, that certain 
impediments to human progress—be they in the field 
of production, medicine, science, etc.—cannot be over-
come until the level of productive technique allows for 
it: ‘Mankind…inevitably sets itself only such tasks as 
it is able to solve, since closer examination will always 
show that the problem itself arises only when the mate-
rial conditions for its solution are already present or at 
least in the course of formation.’71 Or as Engels put it: 
‘Freedom is the appreciation of necessity.’72

In arguing that the level of productive force is a nec-
essary condition for progress in society, Marx does not 
say that is a sufficient condition. This is why Marx in-

sists in The German Ideology that the ‘writing of history 
must always set out from these natural bases’ as well as 
‘their modification in the course of history through the 
action of men.’73 The expansion of technology can lead 
to the discovery of cures for deadly diseases, but also 
to the development of weapons for human annihilation. 
Therein lies the rationale for the Marxist insistence 
on social revolution: workers must seize the means of 
production in order to acquire the ‘full development of 
human mastery over the forces of nature’,74 and subor-
dinate it to the democratic will of society at large. 

A further qualification is required. Though Marx 
identified the emancipatory potential of the expansion 
of production under capitalism, he did not mechani-
cally presume that emancipation required all peoples 
across the diverse societies marking the globe to enter 
through that productive ‘stage’. In a series of letters on 
Russia written late in his life, he warned against those 
who would ‘metamorphose my historical sketch of the 
genesis of capitalism in Western Europe into an his-
torico-philosophic theory of the marche generale [gen-
eral path] imposed by fate upon every people, whatever 
the historic circumstances in which it finds itself.’75 In 
particular, he refused to support the abolition of the 
peasant village commune under the logic that this would 
hasten the development of capitalism. To the contrary, 
he considered that the collective nature of these com-
munes made them worthy of support—going as far to 
speculate that ‘the rural commune [may] gradually 
shake off its primitive characteristics and directly devel-
op as an element of collective production on a national 
scale.’76 This argument—an example of what Trotsky 
would come to call the ‘privilege of historic backward-
ness’—demonstrates just how central social relations 
were to Marx’s conception of political transformation.77

Another common refrain is that the base/super-
structure distinction invariably involves a reductionist 
framework that eliminates any role for human agency 
or consciousness. This often begins with the statement 
that, for Marx, being determines consciousness. Of 
course, what Marx more precisely said was that ‘social 
being determines consciousness’;78 that is to say, hu-
man beings are social beings, and therefore the produc-
tion of ideas is not only an individual endeavour, but 
one that arises from the social nature of our species. It 
is for this reason that the ‘production of ideas, of con-
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ceptions, of consciousness, is at first directly interwoven 
with the material activity’.79 In order to avoid an idealist 
conception of history, therefore, one must not ‘descend 
from heaven to earth’ but instead ‘ascend from earth to 
heaven.’80 Or as Labriola put it, ideas do not fall from 
the sky. 

This process of conditioning does not negate the 
fact that human beings are ‘the producers of their con-
ceptions, ideas, etc.—real, active [people]’.81 As Engels 
wrote elsewhere, ‘Everything which sets in motion must 
pass through their minds.’82 One passage often quoted 
in contradiction to this is the quip from Marx that the 
‘hand-mill gives you society with a feudal lord; the steam 
mill society with an industrial capitalist.’83 This passage 
proves, ostensibly, that Marx presumed that technology 
determined everything around it. But as already high-
lighted, this makes little sense, because technology itself 
is a product of human endeavour. Marx made this point 
explicitly himself: ‘Nature builds no machines, no loco-
motives, railways, electric telegraphs, self-acting mules 
etc. These are products of human industry; natural ma-
terial transformed into organs of the human will over 
nature, or of human participation in nature.’84

Crucially, Marx goes on to say that these techno-
logical forms ‘are organs of the human brain, created 
by the human hand; the power of knowledge, objecti-
fied.’85 Thus, the industrial capitalist was not possible 
without the steam mill, but the steam mill itself was an 
example of ‘human will over nature’ and ‘knowledge, 
objectified.’ Indeed, in the Grundrisse, Marx obliterates 
any notion that he does not afford any place to ideas or 
mental ingenuity in the base/superstructure schema, by 
highlighting how ‘general social knowledge has become 
a direct force of production’ under capitalism.86 The ma-
terial base, therefore, ‘conditions the general process of 
social, political, and intellectual life.’87 But ‘of all the in-
struments of production the greatest productive power 
is the revolutionary class itself.’88

The ‘red thread’ of history
Distancing himself from ‘dangerous friend[s]’ who 

were applying Marxism in a mechanical fashion, Engels 
felt compelled to mount a nuanced defence of histori-
cal materialism in a series of important letters written 
in the twilight of his life. ‘The materialist conception of 
history has a lot of them nowadays’, referring to those 

dangerous allies, ‘to whom it serves as an excuse for not 
studying history. Just as Marx used to say, commenting 
on the French “Marxists” of the late [18]70s: “All I know 
is that I am not a Marxist.”’89

The catalyst for these letters was the distortion of 
Marxism being perpetrated by those who ‘deny all and 
every retroaction of the political, etc., reflexes of the 
economic movement upon that movement itself.’ En-
gels was self-critical, admonishing himself and Marx 
for not ‘stress[ing] systematically enough in our writ-
ings’ this reciprocal movement, giving their opponents 
a ‘welcome occasion for misunderstanding.’ Now, as an 
‘old sinner’ guilty of this infraction, he sought to exor-
cize historical materialism of any vestiges of mechanical 
interpretation. In a letter to Franz Mehring he wrote:

Because we denied that the different ideological 
spheres, which play a part in history, have an 
independent historical development, we were 
supposed therewith to have denied that they have any 
historical efficacy. At the basis of this is the ordinary 
undialectical notion of cause and effect as fixed, 
mutually opposed, polar relations, and a complete 
disregard of reciprocity. These gentlemen forget, 
almost intentionally, that an historical factor, once it 
has been brought into the world by other—ultimately 
economic facts—thereupon also reacts upon its 
surroundings and even affects its own causes.90

He expanded on the same point in a letter to J. Bloch:
The economic situation is the basis but the various 
factors of the superstructure—the political forms 
of the class struggles and its results—constitutions, 
etc., established by victorious classes after hard-won 
battles—legal forms, and even the reflexes of all 
these real struggles in the brain of the participants, 
political, jural, philosophical theories, religious 
conceptions and their further development into 
systematic dogmas—all these exercize an influence 
upon the course of historical struggles, and in many 
cases determine for the most part their form. There 
is a reciprocity between all these factors in which, 
finally, through the endless array of contingencies 
(i.e., of things and events whose inner connection 
with one another is so remote, or so incapable 
of proof, that we may neglect it, regarding it as 
nonexistent) the economic movement asserts itself 
as necessary. Were this not the case, the application 
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of the history to any given historical period would be 
easier than the solution of a simple equation of the 
first degree.91

Engels is here making clear, in the most explicit 
terms, that historical materialism rests on a dialectical 
view of history: the superstructure arises from the base, 
but it can ‘react back’ upon it, and the two interact in a 
reciprocal fashion. He would use a series of examples 
to illustrate this point. Bourgeois legality, for instance, 
had its ‘foundations’ in the ‘economic’, in the manner 
that it reflects and protects capitalist property relations, 
or in the way that schemes of inheritance protect the 
rich. This underlying class bias ‘takes place without the 
participants becoming conscious of it’, with most people 
conceiving legal relations as being above society. How-
ever, once law comes into existence and is codified into 
fixed rules, it develops an independence that can have 
‘a reactive influence on the economic basis and within 
certain limits to modify it.’ 

Engels would similarly cite the role of scientists, who 
‘belong again to special spheres in the division of labour’ 
and thus ‘imagine that they are working up an inde-
pendent domain.’ Because this division of labour is en-
twined with the wider ensemble of capitalist relations, 
scientists ‘remain under the dominant influence of eco-
nomic development.’ However, this does not mean that 
scientists are mere passive reflections of the economic 
base—they can also exert a counteracting influence on 
the world as well: ‘In so far as they constitute an inde-
pendent group within the social division of labour, their 
products, inclusive of their errors, exerts a counter-act-
ing influence upon the entire social development, even 
upon the economic.’92

Engels was equally explicit about the crucial role 
played by struggle and consciousness. As he wrote to 
Bloch: ‘We ourselves make our own history, but, first of 
all, under very definite presuppositions and conditions. 
Among these are the economic, which are finally deci-
sive. But there are also the political, etc. Yes, even the 
ghostly traditions, which haunt the minds of men play 
a role albeit not a decisive one.’93 Contrary to those who 
would purge Marxism of its essential humanism, En-
gels places human agency at the centre of history. But 
he does so in a dialectical fashion, combining will and 
determination as complimentary elements in a single 
dialectical totality:

History is so made that the end-result always 
arises out of the conflict of many individual wills, 
in which every will is itself the product of a host of 
special conditions of life. Consequently there exist 
innumerable intersecting forces, an infinite group 
of parallelograms of forces which give rise to one 
resultant product—the historical event. This again 
may itself be viewed as the product of a force acting 
as a whole without consciousness or volition. For 
what every individual wills separately is frustrated 
by what every one else wills and the general upshot 
is something which no one willed…every will 
contributes to the resultant and is in so far included 
within it.94

‘Production is in the last instance,’ Engels repeat-
ed, ‘the decisive factor.’ But where there is a ‘division 
of labour on a social scale’—which becomes more and 
more expansive and involves a myriad of social rela-
tions—‘there will also be found the growing independ-
ence of workers in relation to each other.’95 Thus the 
‘further removed the field we happen to be investigat-
ing is from the economic’, the greater the propensity of 
the superstructure to react back upon the base, and the 
more expansive the appearance of separation between 
the two becomes:96

Society gives rise to certain public functions which it 
cannot dispense with. The people who are delegated 
to perform them constitute a new branch of the 
division of labour within society. They acquire 
therewith special interests in opposition even to 
those who have designated them; make themselves 
independent of them, and the state is here. And 
now the same thing takes place as in commodity 
exchange and later in money exchange: while the 
new independent power must, on the whole, submit 
to the movement of production, in turn it also reacts, 
by virtue of its immanent, i.e., its once transmitted 
but gradually developed relative independence, upon 
the conditions and course of production. There is 
a reciprocity between two unequal forces; on the 
one side, the economic movement; on the other, the 
new political power which strives for the greatest 
possible independence and which having once arisen 
is endowed with its own movement. The economic 
movement, upon the whole, asserts itself but it is 
affected by the reaction of the relatively independent 



56
political movement which it itself had set up. This 
political movement is on the one hand the state 
power, on the other, the opposition which comes to 
life at the same time with it.97

The above does not mean the base and the super-
structure are ever entirely separate, however. Life be-
gins with a means of subsistence, and production will 
always determine in the last instance. As the eminent 
evolutionary biologists Stephen Jay Gould and Niles 
Eldredge put it in their ground-breaking study of ‘punc-
tuated equilibrium’: ‘History…moves upward in a spiral 
of negations.’98 Human history, Engels reiterated, can 
never be separated from the general ‘trend of economic 
development’: ‘No matter how much [people] are influ-
enced by relations of a political and ideological order’, 
economic relations will always constitute ‘a red thread 
which runs through all the other relations.’99 Grasping 
this ‘red thread’, it should be apparent, is the very es-
sence of the historical materialist method.  

Base, superstructure, and the Marxist method
Having established that Marxism conceives of real-

ity as a dynamic and interacting totality, what cause is 
there to maintain the reference points of base and su-
perstructure within that methodology? Do these cate-
gories not oversimplify this complex interaction, or too 
easily subsume it into fixed relations? Or, perhaps, does 
the real problem lie in affording too much weight to this 
reciprocal interaction? Ought we not endeavour to con-
struct a ‘less untidy version’ of historical materialism, 
as Cohen urged, predicated on the strict primacy of pro-
ductive forces?100

Engels was clear that those who distorted historical 
materialism—whether through mechanical economic 
reductionism or by ignoring the trace of the material 
‘red thread’ of history—were guilty of a similar error: 
‘What these gentlemen all lack is dialectic. They never 
see anything but here cause and there effect…Hegel has 
never existed for them.’101Answering these questions, 
therefore, requires a few general comments on the di-
alectical method.

As the Grundrisse insisted, Marxism is predicated 
on the methodology of ‘rising from the abstract to the 
concrete.’102 Because reality is so vast and complex, and 
its ‘appearance’ does not always correspond directly to 
its ‘essence’, it is necessary to identify the essential fea-

tures of society ‘through a number of intermediary stag-
es.’103 This requires what Marx described as the ‘intense 
application of our power of abstraction.’104 Marxism, 
therefore, seeks to reveal the ‘rich totality of [the] many 
determinations and relations’ of society, by beginning 
from abstract concepts that delineate its most funda-
mental features.105 Without this process of abstraction, 
and the intermediary stages it necessitates, one is sim-
ply left with a view of history as a ‘chaotic conception 
of a whole’106 wherein, as Engels put it, ‘everything is 
relative and nothing is absolute’.107

Base and superstructure are, therefore, necessary 
abstractions in the deconstruction of reality, not literal 
categories. They are, as Engels explained, a ‘guide to 
study’—intermediary stages that help to ‘appropriate’ 
the ‘concrete in the mind’, in the words of Marx.108 
Those who criticise base and superstructure for having 
unnecessarily split our understanding of the complex-
ities of society have themselves failed to grasp the very 
essence of dialectical method. In his Philosophical 
Notebooks, written during an intense study of the He-
gelian method, Lenin underscored this point decisive-
ly: ‘The splitting of a single whole and the cognition of 
its contradictory parts is the essence…of dialectics.’109 
Without recourse to this method, according to Engels, 
historians risk reducing ‘the tragic conflict to smaller 
dimensions.’

By grasping the interrelationship as well as the an-
tagonism between base and superstructure, historical 
materialism is uniquely capable of positing a theory of 
change through history—situating progress within the 
material foundation of social interaction with nature 
and between classes, but understanding that the full re-
alisation of that potential can only be attained by the 
conscious actions of people themselves. Though dealing 
specifically with the relationship between consump-
tion and production, the following extract from Marx’s 
Theories of Surplus Value provides a useful summary 
of this underlying method: ‘The movement of one pro-
cess through two opposite phases…can only show itself 
forcibly, as a destructive process.’110 The relationship 
between base and superstructure is no different: they 
are independent and fluid features of the same dialecti-
cal totality, whose mutual contradiction will eventually 
‘show itself forcibly, as a destructive process’ of revolu-
tionary change. 
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Conclusion
Base and superstructure remain a critical Archime-

dean point in the navigation of the vast oceans of his-
tory. But they are not, as Marx warned, a ‘universal 
passport of a general historico-philosophical theory’111 
or ‘the master-key’ of history.112 They are necessary ab-
stractions, yes, but must be creatively applied to con-
crete situations. As Marx wrote in The German Ideol-
ogy: 

Viewed apart from real history, these abstractions 
have in themselves no value whatsoever. They can 
only serve to facilitate the arrangement of historical 
material, to indicate the sequence of its separate 
strata. But they by no means afford a recipe or 
schema, as does philosophy, for neatly trimming the 
epochs of history. On the contrary, our difficulties 
begin only when we set about the observation 
and the arrangement—the real depiction—of our 
historical material, whether of a past epoch or of the 
present. The removal of these difficulties is governed 
by premises which it is quite impossible to state 
here, but which only the study of the actual life-
process and the activity of the individuals of each 
epoch will make evident.113

Thus, a less untidy version of historical materialism 
is neither possible nor desirable. As Duncan Hallas per-
ceptively remarked: ‘Contradiction is rooted in the re-
ality and cannot be solved by theoretical refinements, 
but only by transforming that reality’.114Production may 
well determine in the last instance, therefore, but the 
hour of that denouement will only arrive in history’s 
most powerful ‘locomotive’: the triumph of revolution-
ary class struggle.115
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