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What | wish to show is that
Marx's "materialist conception of history",
valuable as it may be, must not be taken too ssl§ipu
that we must regard it as nothing more than
a most valuable suggestion to us to considegshin
in their relation to their economic background.

Karl R. Popper

It happens to be about a century ago that Friediiadels praised his close friend Karl
Marx for having discovered what he considered ttthe laws of history”. Before then
philosophers or scientists have never conceivetstdry to be a course of events which
could be explained and understood in a scientibomer by a law or law-like principle.
The only exception might be Hegel, but his telemalconception of the development
of the Spirit within the history of mankind is hirdo be understood correctly when
interpreted as a scientific discovery. Ever sinoeédver there has been a long tradition
of interpretations of Marx' conception of histooy fvhich to take historical materialism
seriously means exactly what it meant to Engeksdikcovery of a specific law of
history or a law-like principle about historicaid@dopment.

In this essay | examine the question whether ohisdorical materialism can be taken
seriously in the sense that he really discovergeneral law of history or a law-like
principle about the historical development of hursaaieties including their political
structures and cultural affairs.

After separating historical materialism in a nhareowense from Marx's so-called
materialist conception of historgeCTIONONE formulates an apparently inevitable
dilemma of historical materialism, thus conceivieals to face. It is argued that there
seems to be a choice between a modest interpretatid makes historical materialism
truistic and an ambitious one which is by far ttosg to be promising.

SECTIONTWO presents Sweezy's original and largely convineiitgrnative
interpretation of théreface, which is generally considered to be tbeus classicus of
historical materialism. This interpretation is tredrown to deserve additional support
from what | take to be Marx's broader philosopharadl methodological outlook on
history and the study of historical developmentsrébver, recent more standard
interpretations of Marx's so-called "theory of brst' by Cohen, McMurtry and Shaw
are argued against because they fail to understianx philosophical and
methodological outlook, but also because they gilargely insufficient account of



historical materialism. Finally, the consequendeSweezy's alternative interpretation
are examined with respect to the apparent dilemmgarderpretation or reconstruction
of historical materialism has to face if it to laéén seriously in the sense mentioned
above.

Finally, SECTIONTHREE examines whether is a way out of the dilemma byidating a
reconstruction the central hypothesis of histonmaterialism as a modest, but non-
truistic empirical hypothesis about the historidalelopment of human societies. Such
a hypothesis is formulated by way of generalizingr¥s findings on the 19th century
development of the capitalist system of econonigurope although we have to admit
that such a reconstruction goes against his ovemiioins and his insightful sceptical
attitude against any such hasty generalizatiomalllyj what we take to be the main
problems of such a reconstruction are outlinedMark's very own doubts about such
attempts by various marxist philosophers are aguped.

1 - The inevitable dilemma of historical materialisn

In Socialism: Utopian and cientific, Friedrich Engels claims that there supposedly are
"two great discoveries” which we owe to Karl Mafthie materialist conception of
history and the revelation of the secret of caigit@roduction through surplus value” (p.
700)! Although some, mostly orthodox Marxists may disggwhat Engels calls "the
discovery of surplus value" still seems to remageeret unrevealed even to such
modern economists who are favorable to Marxiansaeithin economic theorizing.

The situation seems to be different with Marx's@éld "discovery of the laws of
history". Recently, Anglo-Saxon scholars studyingrkiseem to have rediscovered his
alleged theory of history as presented for the rpastin thePreface. It is in the

Preface where we find what is one of the best known quatatof Marx's writings:

“It is not the consciousness of men that determiihes being, but, on the
contrary, their social being that determines theirsciousness.” (p. 182)

This very statement expresses what is generallyidered to be the core principle of
historical materialism (HM) or "the materialist @aption of history (MCH), as Marx
occasionally used to call his own position on hised development.

| take it for granted that after the linguisticriun both philosophical conceptions of the
human mind by Wittgenstein, Ryle, Quine and otlad in psychological studies of the
genealogy of human thought capacities by Piaget/bérg and others most of us tend
to agree with this statement rather than withdesalist counterpart that it is the
individual consciousness of men which determineg {isocial) being. Hence, | assume
that most of us admit that there is at least soemeek of truth in Marx's view about the
relationship between individual consciousness hedbcial being of man.
Nevertheless, it is by no means clear what thgadl&kernel of truth historical
materialism really is. Therefore, the main probleith historical materialism is that
hardly anyone has ever spelled out precisely wiethe central hypothesis of historical
materialism really is telling us.

To prevent unnecessary misunderstanding let usigiissh at first between historical
materialism (HM) and the materialist conceptiormstory (MCH). HM basically is the



scientific hypothesis that the superstructure gfsotiety is somehow determined by its
so-called material base. For Marx the terms 'maltbase’ and 'superstructure’ are to be
defined by other economic terms such as, e.g. Gomnstructure’, 'forces of
production’, ‘'means of production’, 'labor powatc, It is crucial to our understanding of
HM that it is a relatively independent part of Margr Engels' materialist conception of
history (MCH). The MCH includes much more than jd84, such as at least (1.)

Marx's conception of the four pre-socialist modeproduction (Asiatic, ancient, feudal
and modern bourgeois or capitalist), (2.) his vadhistory as an evolutionary process,
being based on the growth of human production po{8erhis eschatological view of
history as a goal-directed evolutionary processitievitably progresses towards "the
liberation of mankind at the end of history”, (Bi$ dialectical view of pre-socialist
history as motivated by constant "class-strugd’), his view that major historical
changes (such as the changes of the mode of produate brought about by
revolutions rather than by evolutionary developrag(@.) his "“crisis theory”, as it
applies to modern monopolistic capitalism, as waslfinally (7.) his more specific
economic and political analysis of 19th centuryitzdism, of its economic conditions of
production as well as of its typical superstrudtaonditions, etc.

It seems to me that one can find his "crisis theang his analysis of 19th century
capitalism more plausible than other componentd©H, and hold on to them without
being committed to anything involved in the othiemeents of what is generally taken to
be Marx's MCH. Similarly, one can discuss HM in ttegrower sense defined above
without actually being committed to any of theseentelements of the MCH (although
perhaps with the exception of his view of histosyaa evolutionary process being based
on the evolution of production power depending ow lone is going to interpret HM).
Thus, although HM originally appears to be a cémtnal constituent element of the
MCH, HM could turn out to be a valuable discovevgr if the other elements of the
MCH (as listed above) proved to be highly problemat even simply false.

The possibility to seperate HM in order to evalutte isolation will become important
for my argument since we | agree wallveezy, 1981 that thePreface and Marx's more
reasoned and less sketchy other remarks on hastonigtters should not be interpreted
as outlining a general "theory of history". It isaetly this standard interpretation which
emphasizes the oversimplifying , baseless and maate claims involved in the first
until the fifth element of what is generally coreied to be Marx's MCH. Once and for
all most of the MCH is discredited in the light®iveezy's alternative interpretation, it
is going to be necessary to see how this effects HM

In his Speech at the Graveside of Karl Marx, Friedrich Engels starts to summarize
Marx's "discovery" of HM, as follows:

"Just as Darwin discovered the law of developméwotrganic nature, so Marx
discovered the law of development of human histthry:simple fact, hitherto
concealed by an overgrowth of ideology, that maghkirust first of all eat, drink,
have shelter and clothing, before it can pursugigsl science, art, religion, etc.”
(p. 681)

There certainly is nothing wrong with the claimttbasic human needs such as the
needs for food, shelter, clothing, etc. have tsdtesfied before men can pursue higher



religious, artistic, scientific and political goaldevertheless, this is not exactly the kind
of observation which deserves to be called a "séiediscovery”. For it simply sounds
too truistic to take this to be a scientific diseoy especially when compared to
Darwin's principle of evolution through "naturalesgtion”* Hence, we might have to
think of it rather as a claim representing a cartaitlook on the social life of men being
opposed to the idealistic or HegelMf tanschauung which is based on the idea that
the unfolding of the Absolute Spirit through thsetbrical development of human
societies, cultures and traditions is the movingdmf historical development.
However, Engels is adding something which shouldhddess truistic and even familiar
to most of us today: "therefore the productionha&f immediate material means of
subsistence and consequently the degree of ecormmwétopment attained by a given
people or during a given epoch form the foundatipan which the state institutions,
the legal conceptions, art and even the ideadigfae, of the people concerned have
been evolved, and in the light of which they mtistrefore, be explained, instead of
vice versa, as had hitherto been the case" (p. 681)

Although this conclusion does not logically folldwm the truistic observation
mentioned above, we can read it as an inductivenaegt heading to give some
plausibility to the conclusion. Furthermore, | wablike to argue novat first that it is
rather this latter passage which contains the massage of HM, ansbcondly that it
contains the kernel of an insight which is worttbéocalled a "scientific discovery" or at
least a methodological principle of empirical stignstudies in sociology. The insight
is contained in the idea that it is the economitditions of production which are
foundational to everything belonging to the supargtre of a society, as e.g. religion,
art, science, law and politics. In my opinion comgpi@&e social and ethnic studies of
religion, art, science, law and politics tend t@sgly support such a view.

However, anyone who is willing to defend such awiesat first to explain as clearly
as possible in which non-truistic sense the mdtbase of a society is foundational, and
secondly he or she has to show how one can reach a satCklle of the development
of human history" as a valuable scientific hypothesarting with this very basic
observation of the foundational character of théen base. Although it is by no
means evident what this very "law" is telling ug should be aware of the following in
advance: even if it is true that the material bafs society is in some sense
foundational then this is rather a static fact,s@mething obtaining without change
through a given period of time, hence no dynamieggple of evolution. By contrast,
the term "law of development of human history ssgg@ law of motion, i.e. a dynamic
principle of how something evolves through a gipeniod of time. Thus the insight
into the foundational character of the materiakb@annot be the total story about HM.

In the light of all of this, | want to argue nowatranyone who is willing to take
historical materialism seriously as a scientifisadivery about the historical
development of human societies, whether in Mamigiral formulation or in a
sympathetic reconstruction of it, has to face tilWwing apparent dilemmdither one
takes HM essentially to be the doctrine about tumdlational character of the material
base in the description and explanation of socidl@iltural phenomena, admitting that
this is all there is to HMpr one argues that this doctrine, though it is funelaial to

HM is not the main point about HM, but rather a aymnc law-like principle about
historical development.



However, takinghefirst stance, one has to face the fact that the doctrine of the
foundational character of the material base ikast in its original formulation, in
danger of being truistic. Moreover, it is hardrimagine how one could present a non-
truistic reformulation of this doctrine. If so, théiM would have to be considered to be
truistic in itself, and therefore could no longerthken seriously as a scientific
discovery.

Takingthe second stance, one has to face the severe difficulties surrougdiny attempt
to formulate or reformulate anything worth of titéeet"universal law of historical
development”. However, since there hardly is amghike such a universal law of
history (as | will argue later) HM again cannotthken seriously as a scientific
discovery again. It follows that whichever way gmefers, HM is in a very weak
position indeed.

2 - Considering Sweezy's alternative interpretatiorof HM

In his remarkablé&our lectures on Marxism, P.M.Sweezy presents a very convincing
interpretation of théreface which is generally considered to be theus classicus of

HM (and sometimes also of MCH). In the course efihterpretation Sweezy is making
several points which | find largely convincing. Acding to Sweezy, thereface is
widely misinterpreted as presumably expounding-eadied "scientific theory" of the
historical development of human societies in gdnera

Such a "theory of history" is often interpretedraslving certain "laws of history"
which in some sense are supposed to determinethieecof historical development of
human societies. This, Sweezy argues, means toab@ehePreface because its
purpose was merely to help the reader in understgrigolitical economy” , the subject
matter ofA Contribution to the Critique of political Economy. Marx obviously thought
that he owed to explain to the reader how he camitus his research on political
economy” (p. 21). This he must have found to bessary in order to illustrate the
point of view from which his research was carried, @r in Marx's own words "the
general conclusion™” which "once reached...servatdeguiding thread in my studies”
(p. 182).

Only if we examine th@reface as a whole and in its context "rather than sinfiftipg
out a few statements that are formulated in genernads” (p. 21) we shall, according to
Sweezy, understand the real purpose and its agp@pbical tone of voice. Moreover,
only then we shall realize that for the most paarkhad been theorizing about 19th
century capitalist economy and not about historganeral” (p. 21). In general, when
Marx is theorizing about political economy he igereng to the political economy of
capitalism as such. Therefore, Sweezy is finalgndng the conclusion that "it was
therefore the study of capitalism and not of arfeoforms of society that had led to his
‘general conclusion’; the forces of productiontrefes of production and
base/superstructure schema was evidently derieed liis study of capitalism,
including its origins, its development, and itsqanmed future” (pp. 21-22).

If one agrees with Sweezy so far then it seemsaihathas to deal with the following



objection: There is one, evenoifly one sentence in th&reface where Marx is referring
to what he calls "the Asiatic, ancient, feudal amstlern bourgeois modes of
production™ as "progressive epochs in the econ@ystem of society” (p. 182).
Obviously, Sweezy owes us an explanation makirgyapparent obstacle compatible
with his interpretation. As Sweezy argues, thisesteent was simply meant to
emphasize the status of capitalism as the hithastgprogressive epoch in a long line of
antagonistic forms of society.

However, whether or not we find Sweezy's consid@natconvincing or not, the
plausibility of his general line of interpretatiohthe Preface does not depend on this
particular point. It seems to me that one can dcgegezy's interpretation and still
admit that Marx sometimes extrapolated somewhaiessly from his study of the
political economy of capitalism and its developmeentormer "stages of history"” just as
much as he sometimes attempted to predict itsdutavelopment. Such ad-hoc-
hypothesis is still more favourable to Marx's waska whole than the kind of
interpretation Sweezy is arguing against.

The reason is that Sweezy's interpretation of teéaPe is not only plausible in its own
right but also deserves support from the anti-Hagehethodological and philosophical
position Marx has arrived at in ti&rman Ideology in 1845> We should not forget that
Marx has hold on to his scientifically-minded amdi-dnistorico-philosophical position
for the rest of his life-time. Evidence for this ¥ed in his later remarks on the correct
understanding of his so-called "materialist conicgpbf history”. These remarks
partially deviate from his former less careful exinlations on history in general and
oppose the doctrines of HM which had been put foavizy his first Marxist followers.

We can certainly admit that even the later anti¢fieg Marx is sometimes more freely
theorizing about history and its inherent necessiéind laws in general. However, it is a
well-known fact, that he later has critically commted on such earlier formulations of
his own. Therefore, such generalizing statemertsather to be interpreted as
somewhat crude and sometimes even bold extrapoaiom his empirical findings on
19th century capitalism in Europe. On the backgdooinhis general methodological
position which was scientifically minded empiricisme should definitely not take them
too seriously.

Additional support for Sweezy's line of interpretatis coming from the fact that Marx
has made it quite clear that he doesjuasitwant to turn the Hegelian metaphysical
“interpretation of history" on its feet, as it igem misinterpreted. It rather seems that
Marx had a definite philosophical and methodologussition being opposed to Hegel
in two ways:

At first, he is definitely rejecting Hegelian dialecticsaasystification of historical
development. Hegelian dialectics is primarily régekfor its misleading metaphorical
descriptions of historical events and processésrins of actions and series of actions
performed by a presumed subject called "HistorgxiNt is equally rejected for
describing History as a kind of super-natural canscagent who is following some
kind of inherent plan. Marx refusal of this metagpiegl view of history finds its
paradigmatic expression in the following Passagd¢hefHoly Family".?



"History does nothing; it does not possess immeickes, it does not fight

battles. It is men, real, living men, who do alkttwho possess things and fight

battles. It is not "history" which uses men as anseof achieving - as it were an

individual person - its own ends. History is nothlut the activity of men in

pursuit of their ends."
Secondly, there is Marx's repeated committment to anti-sjaive and empiricist
scientific methodology in historical research. Eos reason any kind of generalizations
on historical development, whether they are moealidt or more materialist, have to be
sufficiently supported by careful empirical investiions. Or as Marx put it in a very
characteristic manner: "Empirical observation mgtach instance bring out
empirically, and without any mystification and spktion, the connection of the social
and political structure with production.” (p. 24)

Due to both aspects of Marx's position after 1845ahti-Hegelian reflections on
historical development and its proper study arprofound methodological character.
Marx's essentially methodological position is bakyca rejection of metaphysical
speculation on history as such or on historicakttgument in general. Therefore, the
very kernel of his criticism of Hegel (which isfiact also a disguised self-criticism of
the young Hegelian Karl Marx) is a straightforwaggection of any philosophy of
history and at the same time a suggestion of rigotostorical research based on
empirical investigation and critical evaluationhagtorical data.

Hence, Marx criticism iad hominem the attempt of the matured economist to get rid of
the Hegelian jargon and metaphysical style of tlaeéay which still influenced his

earlier Feuerbachian critique of Hedéd.is motivated by his realization that he himself
once had been blinded and misguided by the vegukzge othe German |deol ogy

which prevented the German intellectuals both frorderstanding the real world they
live in which had been the political economy offi8entury capitalism and prevented
them from helping to change it which became morkranre imperative in Marx eyes.

As a consequence Marx's position is much morewa giethe method of scientific
theorizing about historical development than & theory of history as such.
Furthermore, Marx did not really aim at anythifgelia "conception of history” or an
"interpretation of history" which describes and lexps any law-like tendencies of
historical development of human societies in gdn&@athe opposite, once historical
research is carried out the way Marx is calling-farway in which it definitely was not
commonly carried out at his time - so-called plolasical or speculative conceptions of
history turn into superfluous and void relicts @éology which are more of a hindrance
to serious historical research. As Marx himselféwfor, such conceptions of history
disappear for the sake of a scientifically mindedi®s of concrete historical
developments which at best aim at hypotheticabspiective explanation of past and
present tendencies as well as an attempted p@uitifuture tendencies.

As McLéllan, 1971 points out Marx is consequentially emphasizing tha so-called
historical materialist doctrines resulted primafilym his study of the development of
Western Europe therefore should "not be extraplaéyond without further thought".
Accordingly, Marx is opposing Marxist ideology beese of their uncritical application
by of his schema of the main "stages in historythemWestern world to the historical
development in Russia. More generally, Marx is wagrhis followers not to turn his



"historical sketch of the genesis of capitalisnWestern Europe into a historical-
philosophical theory of the general path every peapfated to tread, whatever the
historical circumstances in which it finds itsglfi. 294).

Against such unscientific extrapolations Marx agytieat one will never understand
history "by using as one's master key a genertdriis-philosophical theory, the
supreme virtue of which consists in being supraehisal” (p. 294). This is the
consequence of the application of Marx's argumemtagainst philosophies of history
on historical materialism as put forward by thos®walled themselves "Marxists".
Hence, it is not surprising at all that Marx refdise be identified with those who used
to call themselves Marxists towards the end ofifas Others who like Sweezy
seriously attempt to preserve a scientifically nedhanethodological attitude towards
historical studies are entitled to be sceptic alsogh interpretations or reconstructions
of HM which take it to be a "theory" or general heeption of history”.

Marx's twofold methodological position however smpletely neglected by recent
scholarly interpretations of his MCI&.A.Cohen, 1978, J.McMurtry, 1978 and

W.H.Shaw, 1978, unlike A.Wood, 1981 uncritically assume that Marx has put forward a
"theory of history" in thdreface and a few further pages of his works. Given the
extremely metaphorical, aphoristic and vague laggud Marx's mostly very sketchy
remarks on historical developments it is no sueptiit their efforts to reconstruct his
"theory of history" differ quite a bit. ConsequentHM has received such
fundamentally different interpretations as of "emarnc determinism” (ED) on the one
hand and of "technological determinism" (TD) on thieer hand.

As G.Hellman, 1979 argues, HM certainly was not intended to be edentao TD:

"However important technology may be, it is evidéat widely different patterns
of real power relations in the work process carxsbavith a given technology,
and moreover that the direction in the developnoéteéchnology is itself in a
large measure governed by relations of power ao@lsdass interest in the work
process.” (p. 146)

In my opinion, while the former should be eviddght second claim igrima facie a
reasonable empirical hypothesis, although its tvalbhe cannot be decided purely by
arm-chair-sociology. Although TD is not a good caatk for a reconstruction of HM,
ED is not a better one. Rather neither one of tedgminant lines of interpreting HM
presents a high-level empirical hypothesis whicloisulated precisely enough in order
to constitute a reasonable historical researchrprogEven if this was not intended by
these authors, their failure to turn HM into suateasonable empirical hypothesis rather
raises doubts about taking HM seriously.

From a philosophical point of view the deepest mnudt far reaching weakness of all
these interpretations appears to be that noneeséthuthors explain us in some detail
what a theory of history is supposed to accompigér and above what historians do all
along as they are involved in historical reseavafiting and rewriting over and over
again the political, economic and cultural histofywarious societies which once
populated or still populate the surface of thiszptagathering, comparing, organizing,
selecting and evaluating stored informations; gjwarious accounts of eras, epochs,



and periods from different perspectives (religiart, science, politics, economics, etc.);
synthesizing their previous work into sometimeslaagible and boring and at other
times plausible and exciting stories which attetophake intelligible to their
contemporaries and their descendants what in & giggod of time lead to or brought
about historical change in form of a new tendeaaygvolutionary process, a revolution
or a singular event.

It is for this reason that it is generally left opghether anything worth of the title
"theory of history" is possible at all; whethehdd to involve "laws of historical
development”; whether they could be interpretethasuine laws" as we find them
paradigmatically in modern physics; what the raoiggheir validity is; whether they can
be interpreted in any plausible sense as beingrdetistic; what kind of interpretations
are allowed for by Marx's historical materialistcabulary; etc. The importance of these
critical questions can hardly be underestimatedssbne gives up once and for all the
determinist and mistakenly generalizing interpietet or reconstructions of HM as a
part of Marx's alleged "theory of history".

If Sweezy's interpretation of tireface is plausible and if our account of Marx's
methodological position on historical researchafitigal economy is adequate, then the
following conclusion seems to be unavoidable: tias only questionable that Marx in
thePreface never intended to outline a general theory ofohisal development of
human societies, but it is also highly problem#iat he could have consistently
intended such a "theory", given his methodologiant of view after 1845. Moreover,
if Marx's late self-criticism is taken into accouhé way it should be, then most of his
earlier formulations of historical materialist daces have to be reconsidered in the
light of his corrective remarks. Consequently, attgmpt to properly reconstruct
Marx's historical and methodological remarks asreception, theory or interpretation
of history in general seems to be based on a fuadahmisinterpretation of Marx's
economic writings and likewise of his scientifitentions and attitude after 1845.

Before we finally come to examine the consequefaefcing the apparent dilemma of
HM, let us first look at the final conclusion Swgeg drawing from his reasoning:

"The schema of the Preface is thus by no meansamspor artificial as applied to
the case of capitalism, from which, after all, @snoriginally derived. But it seems
to me a great mistake to treat this schema as eymgplhws of historical
materialism that are universally valid. The essesfdastorical materialism is
simply that every society has to produce what fitstones, and it has to consume
in order to reproduce itself, to survive, and togan the myriad activities that
together define it as a recognizable historicakgrProduction is therefore
fundamental in a universal and unique sense, a&atkatific approach to the
understanding of history has to take this as &gisg point. Furthermore, it is
obvious that the possibilities of production at gihyen time and place establish
narrow, though certainly not rigidly defined, limiand constraints on what a
particular society can actually accomplish.”

Apparently, Sweezy favors the first stance of tiendma about HM because he holds
(1.) that HM essentially consists in the doctriféhe foundational character of the
material base, but denies (2.) that HM has to terpreted as a general view of history



that embodies universal laws of historical develeptnAgreeing with Sweezy on both
points it is now necessary to find out whetherdbetrine of the foundational character
of the material base can be reconstructed in amustic way. According to Sweezy
however this doctrine consist simply in the claimattfor human beings coverage of the
biological needs for subsistence, survival andagpction is a precondition for carrying
out all those other typically human activities whonstitute the superstructural
conditions of human coexistence in any society.

However, if this is all there is to this doctrinkeen HM is once again in danger of being
truistic. Nobody in his or her right mind will dousuch a thing. Nevertheless, we find
religious thinkers in many, especially Easterngieliis traditions, such as Hinduism and
Buddhism, but also in Christianity who favor ascé¢indencies in order to strengthen
one's self-identification with one's mind rathearttwith one's body. Such tendencies are
rare only in the islamic and jewish religions. Tdfere, such a doctrine is only less than
truistic when contrasted with such religious depofahe real and material world or with
the anti-materialist idealism of Hegel and Ficliter Marx this doctrine meant a
rejection of the Hegelian idealism of his youthnasl as the rediscovery of his jewish
background.

Even if this doctrine might not deserve to be chliescientific discovery, HM thus
conceived certainly has its value. Therefore | agveh Popper, 1966 who comments
on it in the following way:

"the claim that the economic organization of sggitte organization of our
exchange of matter with nature, is fundamentahfiosocial institutions and
especially for their historical development. ThHigim ... is perfectly sound, so
long as we take the term "fundamental” in an omgirnague sense, not laying to
much stress upon it. In other words, there candbgoubt that practically all

social studies, whether institutional or historjecahy profit if they are carried out
with the eye to the "economic conditions" of sogietIn this sense, Marx's
economism can be said to represent an extremalgbigl advance in the methods
of social science." (pp. 106-107)

It finally appears that both horns of the dilemmdded lead to a dead end. The first line
of interpretation seems to leave us with atruidthpagh also with a useful reminder on
method in the social and historical studies. Tlowsd ambitious interpretation seems to
be in accordance with Marx's intentions and vielvge remaining is to be examined
now: the question whether there is a way out adehte/o apparent blind alleys.

3. Historical materialism as an empirical hypothes

If there is anything to be learned from the vast aonstantly growing literature on HM,
then it is the following:

On the one hand it is easy to interpret HM in saietay that it is by far too strong a
claim to be taken seriously at all, namely Ik&/.Wood, 1981 as the thesis of strong
economic determinism (SED):



"On this interpretation, Marx's thesis is that plets thoughts and actions, their
political behavior as well as their moral, religsoand philosophical convictions,
are all causally determined by economic facts, evthiese actions and convictions
themselves exercise no influence whatever on tbeauic situation*

The thesis of SED is a version of a crude misimeggtion of Marx's views as to be
found very often in Marxist ideology. It is veryngplistic, openly reductionist and even
absurd. It reduces the very complex influences wkmonomico-political conditions of
a society have on superstructural conditions t@agioal process in which the so-called
material base conditions become forces which grpased to uniquely determine
epiphenomenal conditions of the super-structurbaut taken any interaction into
account and especially without regarding the undeted creative forces of human
consciousness of most human individuals.

On the other hand, it is just as easy to turn Hid antruistic statement. Obviously
neither way is able to make sense out of HM. Irkteaniddle course has to be taken
between the Skylla of absurdity and the Charybtltsuism. Most likely, there is no
other way out of the dilemma.

At this point we have to find out whether or notégay's conclusion is adequate. After
all there might still be a way to reconstruct HMaimon-truistic way. In other words the
guestion is whether or not HM can be understoaghasmeaningful empirical hypothesis
of social science about historical development Wwingcneither truistic nor by far too
strong.

Such a historical-materialist hypothesis (HMH) atoistorical development of all
human societies is certainly not to be considesed strictly law-like principle, but
rather as an inductive generalization about thé pasis, even if societies hitherto
developed in the way described by it, there is margntee that they still develop in
similar ways in the future. Therefore, future dexshents might be different and render
such a empirical hypothesis wrong. Furthermorépaigh this HM-hypothesis might be
used | an predictive way, it is an independent toesvhether or not future
developments will be such that this hypothesis ah@iorical developments in the past
turns out to be falsified.

To put forward such an HM-hypothesis means to gdizeron Marx's findings about
the historical developments within 19th centuryitism against his own intentions
taking the full risk of formulating a hypothesis isfh is easily refuted by historical
research. Such an attempt is based on the obserthtt Marx economico-political
vocabulary seems to be "applicable to a wide raigecieties” ad.Hellman, 1979 has
pointed out?

The inductive generalization of the HM-hypothesisrt is this:

For any human society S, (1.) considered as a @mput culturally unitary organic
system evolving through a period of time t - t' #&d sufficiently divisible into
material-base-conditions (MBC) on the one hand arsdper-structural conditions (SSC)
on the other hand, despite of the observed mutieddependences and interactions
among and between both spheres of conditions, thesronger tendency for major



historical changes in super-structural conditions to be brought aliyutnaterial-base-
conditions than vice-versa.

Although this is a somewhat vague hypothesis indiésgems to me that this is the best
we can reconstruct on the base of Marx's anti-Hgelcientific method. First of all, it

is weak enough not to be easily refuted by histébriesearch. Secondly, it is certainly
not truistic. Thirdly, it is a generalization orstorical development. And finally, it
deserves to be called "historical-materialist".

Although it is up to historians and social sciasti® decide whether or not this is a
valuable hypothesis on the historical developméhuman societies, | would like to
add a few critical remarks from a philosophicalmaf view.

(1.) It is not obvious how we can identify any sd@ntity as anitary society through a
period of time. The notion of @bciety has to be applicable to any form of human social
life starting with tribal communities, as we sfild them in Africa, Australia and
South-America, up to such very complex social sgstef human coexistence, as we
find them in modern industrialized nations, like d.S.A., France, Germany, Japan,
etc. There is a certain vagueness in our ordinamgept of a society. Vagueness of
empirical concepts is not always a problem, asavelearn from the later Wittgenstein.
However, we have to be aware of the problem ofyapglempirical concepts which are
usually dependent on a certain context of phenoroat@another sphere of
phenomena.

(2.) The venydistinction between material-base and super-structure seems to be more
useful when applied to modern industrialized soeseas they evolved in the 19th
century. It seems to be questionable whether othi®distinction can be applied to pre-
modern societies as we still find them in otheripdstrial cultures. As Sweezy has
pointed out:

"...under capitalism, unlike other forms of sogjeteperating base from
superstructure and locating the prime source afighan the base correspond to a
deep-seated and palpable reality, namely, the nnpthand uncontrolled
character of a predominantly commodity-producingneeny. Furthermore, the
distinction between forces of production...andtretes of production is there for
any one to see. And it does not take a profoundavlaaige of economic history to
understand that underlying the great changes that bharacterized the capitalist
epoch has been a series of technological revokitidor would anyone want to
deny these changes originating in the economy haore or less rapidly spread to
other areas, including government and laws, phgbg@nd religion, culture and
the arts, in short everything that is usually tHdugf as constituting the
superstructure'?

(3.) Another vague notion involved in our reconstion of the HM-hypothesis is the
concept of arhajor historical change'. Certainly this is a evaluative concept allowing
for various degrees and therefore being relativaotoe instances of comparison.
Disagreement in applying this very notion to arstdvical event is almost to be
expected. Nevertheless, certain changes as, e.greakdown of the totalitarian
political system of the former Soviet Union andatied countries which had been



based on the Marxist-Leninist ideology, are to haracterized as a major change
beyond any doubt.

(4.) Finally, the forth problem might arise fronethotion of a &tronger tendency".
What is needed here is an agreement about a nyagbghanges are changes in the SS-
conditions brought about by MB-conditions.

Although it is very hard to estimasepriori the degree to which this very general
hypothesis is correct, it seems to me that evewmtbaker version of a HM-hypothesis
is still problematic when it comes to the historilets. To present an example, let us
admit that the process of the secularization int&fasEurope starting in the 18th
century and still going on towards the end of t&stury was a major change in the SS-
conditions of all the relevant nations involvedhis process. It seems to me that it will
be hard to give a largely convincing historical lgsia of the process of secularization in
Western Europe showing that this major change e¢@flition was predominantly
brought about by MB-conditions. Even if such chanigethe MB-conditions have to be
taken into account, it will be very hard to expléie changes in the SS-conditions
completely or at least mainly by changes in the dtBditions.

However, if the thesis of HM fails to be true irchua paradigmatic testing case, then it
seems that there is not much to be said in favtineHM-hypothesis. And if the HM-
hypothesis is going to fail, then we are alloweavtmder whether there are any law-like
statements about historical development which cbalg us to explain history by laws.
Historical change simply is not the kind of entitiiere it is reasonable to expect
scientific explanations by law-like generalizatioMaybe this is simply so because
historical developments, like Popper's clouds, imeoather chaotic causal changes and
to many unknown or at least unpredictable statimgditions are involved in order to
expect law-like generalizations and deductive exati@ns of particular events or
processes to be possible at all.

For these reasons, we have to remain scepticat aixtarical explanations. We may
allow for reasonable speculation and prognostiothgses about tendencies, processes
and even single events to be expected. Howeverathounts to be guess-work after all,
even if it is reasoned and intelligent guess-warkuiure tendencies based on
systematically collected evidence on the past.

Consequently, we should also be sceptical vamgrphilosopher with very honorable
intentions, like e.g. Kant, Lessing, Schelling, Hed/arx or Teilhard de Chardin
present their favorite conception of history in gext and claim to have fourlde law of
history orthe key to understanding the historical developmerhefthistory of

humanity. We have to admit that history is an ogiair and that we don't have a single
key to understand it completely. Why is this sol\Wee are only human beings after
all. And as human beings our perspective on hisaerguch is always essentially narrow
and limited. For us mortal creatures God's outespeetive on the whole of history is
necessarily out of reach, even though some of ok to strive for it.

Ulrich W. Diehl September 1982



! For convenience | quote Marx and Engels fifumker, 1978.

2 | am referring here to the fundamental disagreé¢retweerByeezy, 1981 and those
who, like Robinson, 1973 andSteedman, 1978 argue that "value theory is in no way
essential to the Marxian analysis of capitalisng @rat the central concept of his
analysis should be not the rate of surplus valuethe rate of profit.” (p. 31).

% Quoted from the standard translation of Bneface as found irVicLellan, 1971.

* Concerning Engels' attribution of a discovery 8faav of development of organic
nature” to Charles Darwin one might have justifiedibts whether there are any
genuine law-like principles in the biological sates at all. Even if one merely allows
for generalizing scientific hypotheses based otageobservation such as on
archeological evidence, the discovery of the ndewalution of man stays with us as a
scientific discovery introducing a new epoch in sieéf-understanding of man within the
universe. Unlike Marx's alleged discovery, Darwprsciple of the evolution of
biological species through natural selection ditlamdy successfully guide research for
a longer period of time, but even gave rise to fields of research and a new branch in
the life-sciences. Although comparison proves tériéful in order to see what it might
take to speak of HM as a proper discovery, we shoat deny that Marx's emphasis on
the economic conditions of a society is a valuabéthodological rule of thumb when
we are trying to understand its historical develeptrthrough decades or even
centuries. However, Marx shares this outlook wli ¢lassical tradition of political
economy starting with Adam Smith. G{Walker, 1978, Chs. 3 and 4.

> For a very instructive presentation of the develept of the early Marx, see
M.Wolfson, 1982.

® Cf. McLéllan, 1971, p. 125.

’ For an excellent account of Marx's breaking awegnfFeuerbachian humanism and
materialism, se®.Wolfson, 1982, chs. 8-10.

8 Cf. D.McLéellan, 1971, p. 126.

¥ Cf. M.Wolfson, 1982, chs. 8-10.

10 Ccf. AM.Wood, 1981, p. 63. This seems to be a somewhat stronger thsimwhat
G.A.Cohen, 1979 and J.McMurtry, 1979 mean by ecoaa@terminism. Nevertheless,
they did not really clarify what the thesis of EDsupposed to say.

1 cf. JHelman, 1979, p. 145.

12 Cf. P.M.Sweezy, 1981, pp. 22-23.
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