

MARXISM AND HISTORICAL MATERIALISM
AN INTRODUCTION TO OUR CRITICAL MARXISM
* Preliminary remarks:
Preparation of the lecturer…

Plurality of ‘Marxism’s’ (Marx himself)
Marxism institutionalised and denatured by Stalinism but also by mainstream social democracy (linear vision of history, blind belief in progress…)
The main concern of Marx is the overthrow of the capitalist society/mode of production,
He wants to understand the world in order to change it.
When we mention the works of Marx in general, this includes also the work done by Engels and the close collaboration between them (for ex. The origin of the Family, private property and the State was written by Engels after Marx died, but it was largely based on notes taken by Marx…)
To avoid misunderstandings:
- Marx is not a ‘prophet’ nor a ‘guru’ but an active militant in the social movements of his epoch, first of the democratic movement in Germany, later of the emerging organised workers movement in Europe: involved in the concrete struggles
- Marx is an intellectual who studies the development of capitalism, his main focus is on the critique of the political economy
- Many ‘writings’ were never intended for publication, they were personal notes taken while studying a subject (example: notes on mathematics). There is no Marxist science of material reality (physics, chemistry, biology, ecology,…)
- Like anyone else, Marx and Engels changed sometimes their opinion on a subject
- The writings of Marx and Engels must be seen in their social, cultural, geographical, historical context (male, white, European, German, nineteenth century)
A revolutionary Marxist does not act on the basis of general ‘revolutionary’ slogans, of precepts from a genius, or on the basis of ready-made and always valid models for action.
The world changes, social and political structures change and produce new questions, new problems and new possibilities. And what is more, the way we intervene, the experience we accumulate, change our way of thinking about reality and our understanding of the world.
When we say that Marxism is the science of ‘praxis’, we mean that Marxism is first of all the result of a critical confrontation with the social reality, with the purpose of the struggle for liberation, it is through this confrontation that knowledge is accumulated and the forces of change are built.
Engels and Marx called ‘historical materialism’ the theory and method of analysis of human history and its development. We cannot separate this method from the critique of the political economy because the economic structure is the foundation of what Engels and Marx called the mode of production. 
Capital, a critique of political economy.
Marx speaks about ‘political’ economy and not simply about economy because the way the economy is organised, is NOT the consequence of some natural law, but the consequence of political choices made by (parts of) society.
Capital is the critique of the political economy of capitalist society, of the capitalist mode of production (CMP) the central object of Marx’ analysis. 
This mode of production is characterised by the generalised production of exchange value, of commodities, which replaces more and more the production of use value. The ultimate aim of every capitalist is the realisation of profits.
How are those profits realised?

Workers are free individuals, they do not possess the means of production, they own only their workforce, their capacity to work. The worker can only survive by selling his workforce to a capitalist who is the owner of means of production (land, a building, machines, raw materials, … ). The generalisation of the system of wage work is a system whereby the industrial or rural worker receives a salary. This salary allows the worker to reproduce and to maintain his workforce (food, shelter, clothes and being part of a household with wife and children). The exchange value of the workforce is less than the exchange value of the commodities produced by the worker. By selling the commodities, the capitalist gets back what he invested in the means of production and in the wage of his workers AND the excess money realised, is the profit, in Marxist terms, the surplus value.
Wage work is based on this extraction of surplus value from the workers, we call this exploitation. There is never a just salary. The aim of communism is the abolition of all wage work and of the production of exchange values. They will be replaced by the production of use value in response to human needs.
Understanding the dynamics and the ‘laws’ of development of capitalism is essential in order to comprehend the contradictions ( crises, class struggles, revolution etc.) and to see the possibilities of a socially more just mode of production, communism.
Again this is about the capitalist mode of production because the different modes of production are characterised by different modes of exploitation of the workers. And it is at this level that historical materialism intervenes, this is the understanding of the evolution of human society through the development of different modes of production.
Historical materialism
Historical materialism allows us to study the historical development of human society, the relations between individuals in a given society in a concrete material context, how a given society has been created, the relations of production in this society, the concrete circumstances of life and reproduction.
Understanding historical changes allows us to refuse the society we are currently living in, because societies are not fixed for ever, their structure can change and can be changed by the people. 
Historical materialism becomes in this way a revolutionary theory.
This method is materialist in the sense that it does not explain changes by supernatural or divine forces, by the ideas people themselves have, or by the great men/figures in history. The real explanation lies in the material necessities with which humans are confronted in their struggle for existence. History cannot be explained by factors who transcend life (God, Nature), but it can only be explained starting from material life itself (immanent in contrast transcendent).
This method is historical as it tries to understand the mechanisms who, through human history, allow a given society to change fundamentally at the level of its economic and social structures (specific forms of exploitation, relations of production). And to understand in correlation with these fundamental changes, the changes occurring at the level of the ideas, the concepts, the mentality.
A fundamental concept of historical materialism is the concept of mode of production.
Here is a general formula given by Marx in The German Ideology (1845):
“ The fact is, therefore, that definite individuals who are productively active in a definitive way enter into these defined social and political relations. Empirical observation must in each separate instance bring out empirically, and without any mystification and speculation, the connection of the social and political structure with production.”
This approach is developed further in the Contribution to the critique of the political economy (1859):
“In the social production of their lives, men enter into definite relations of production that are indispensable [notwendige] 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. 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 into conflict with the existing relations of production, or – what is but a legal expression of 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. (….) No social order perishes before all the productive forces for which there is room in it have developed, and new, higher relations of production never appear before the material conditions of their existence have matured in the womb of the old society itself. In broad [!] outlines Asiatic, ancient, feudal, and modern bourgeois modes of production can be designated [!] as progressive  [!] epochs in the economic formation of society.”
We will briefly discuss the following concepts in this extract:
Relations of production
Productive forces
Infra- and superstructure
Social revolution
Successive modes of production
Social formation
Relations of production
Relations of production are social relations established between groups of humans, between classes. A feudal landlord owns the land on which the peasant must work. The serf, who is no free, is the owner of his own means of production. He has a small parcel of land for his private consumption, a plough etc. This is not the case for the formally free worker under industrial capitalism. In the first case, the relations of production are relations between a lord and a non free peasant; in the second case the relations of production are between those who own the means of production and those who possess only their workforce although this is a relation between formally equal individuals.
In the feudal mode of production (where personal relations like relations between clans, relations with the lord, clientelism, religion etc. play an important role)there is a need for an extra-economic constraint in order to force the peasant to be exploited by a landlord. Because in this case, exploitation is clearly visible: the peasant works during a certain time on his own land, and during another amount of time on the land of the landlord. In the system of generalised wage work, exploitation has become invisible: there is no difference in time or in space between the work for one self and the work for the capitalist. Here, the relations of production are purely economical.
Productive forces
The material productive forces consist of the technical means, technical knowledge, available materials etc. But should we not also include in those forces, knowledge in general, in other words, culture, the way people behave?
Infra- and superstructure
Marx opposes infrastructure (the economy) to superstructure (ideas, the law, institutions). But in some modes of production, ideas, for instance religious ideas, can be part of the infrastructure, which is not the case anymore in developed capitalism where economic links dominate. But we should reject a fixed, mechanical view on the relation between infra- and superstructure. In fact, we talk here about an abstraction (or an image). As Engels remarked in a letter to Mehring in 1893, Marx and Engels where pushed for pedagogical reasons, to stress the economic factor. And as some anthropologist said, humans don’t live in the basement, but in the whole house. The word used by Marx in German is ‘Grundlage’ which means base or founding element.
Social revolution 
A social revolution is a revolution where one mode of production is replaced be another one. This becomes possible when the further development of the productive forces is hindered by the relations of production, by the forms of property. They can only develop by a radical change of those forms of property. But today, we see that the forces of production continue to develop. We should then see that these forces are producing commodities which destroy use value. Those current productive forces are not based on social skills, on solidarity, on intelligence and furthermore, they destroy our ecosystem on which human life and all life depends. The development of those productive forces is also combined with the rise of poverty, chaos and destruction of the planet.
Today, the primary contradiction is perhaps the contradiction between this mode of production and the ecological equilibrium of the planet!
The succession of different modes of production
There have been mechanical and dogmatic interpretations of what Marx wrote: “in broad outlines Asiatic, ancient, feudal, and modern bourgeois modes of production can be designated as progressive epochs in the economic formation of society”. Some defended the thesis that those different modes of production must necessarily follow one after the other in this precise succession. First primitive communism, then a society based on slaves, then feudalism followed by capitalism and ending with communism. The place of the Asian mode of production remains a problem. Today, the scientific knowledge of anthropologists and historians is larger than in Marx’s time. His idea about “primitive communism” was rather abstract. The Han “Asiatic” empire was preceded by a feudal system. In Japan, feudalism followed after the imperial power. What about the pre-Columbian societies. Feudalism never existed in the north of the Low Countries (Friesland).The fact that industrial capitalism was born in western Europe, is linked to specific characteristics which were not present in other societies. He speculated about the possibility that socialism could be built starting with the Russian peasant communities (mir) thus avoiding the phase of capitalism.
The dogmatic interpretation is based on a naturalistic view on social development as if a force of nature (before people spoke of a divine force) dominated this development. But Marx and Engels also stated clearly the men and only men make history. This naturalistic, deterministic interpretation must be rejected as being teleological where the result of the process is already given in the beginning of the process. The socialist second international agreed that communism would emerge without the conscious intervention of humans as a result of some natural law. This was the rationale for not putting the question of the revolution on the agenda. When humans do not intervene, a mode of production can end in barbarism. 
Social formation
The Mode of Production (MP) concept has the disadvantage of being too general. For instance if we consider the feudal MP as a form which is present through world history from Asia to the America’s and from ancient times to the modern epoch, and characterised by the exploitation of servile peasants by a class of big landowners, then feudalism existed nearly everywhere at one moment or another and not according to the fixed succession. In the discussion on feudalism in Europe, we should take into account that Marx studied it in order to study the origins of industrial capitalism. If feudalism starts in 800 with Charlesmagne, then we see already an important mutation in the 10th-12th century and then we don’t even talk about the specific social form it took in the Ancien Regime, which finishes with the French revolution in 1789.
For a concrete analysis, we need the concept of social formation, which is much more restricted than that of MP. The seignorial power (feudal lords) without servility and where rent is expressed in a monetary form, is different from the rent in kind given by a serf to a war waging knight…
A general and abstract approach cannot explain the birth of the capitalist mode of production in feudal society. We need to study the social forms taken through history of a certain MP in order to understand its dynamics and ‘laws’ of development.
The concept of social formation shows us also how a specific MP, such as capitalism today, contains ‘islands’ where previous MP’s coexist in the framework of global capitalism. They have a function in this global framework but they are not determining its evolution. All present states in the world are capitalist, because they are integrated in the international market. As imperialism shows us, the uneven development is precisely a characteristic of globalisation today. 
