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“We have to build up a completely new society unknown in our 
history. We have radically to change thousand-year-old customs 
and habits, ways of thinking, and prejudices. We have to change 
old relationships in production, abolish the exploiting classes, and 
establish new relationships without exploitation and oppression.”

This is the revolutionary mandate of  Ho Chi Minh, who helped 
guide Vietnam through decades of revolution against French 
colonialism, Japanese fascism, and American imperialism. 
These words reverberate today in the classrooms of Vietnamese 
high schools and colleges, where students study the historical 
development of human society rooted in a theoretical foundation 
of the Marxist-Leninist methodology of Historical Materialism.

Now, for the fi rst time, the materials used to train Vietnamese 
students in the socio-economic analysis of the development of 
human society is available to the English speaking world through 
Luna Nguyen’s groundbreaking translation of Curriculum of the 
Basic Principles of Marxism-Leninism, Part 2: Historical Materialism.

This text, originally produced by Vietnam’s Ministry of Education 
and Training for use in universities, fully explains the analytical 
methodology of Historical Materialism. This fi rst English edition 
is brought to you by Banyan House Publishing. We have done our 
best to deliver a textbook which is highly optimized for collective 
training as well as self-study and for use as a companion piece for 
further reading.

The book includes a full glossary and appendices. It is richly 
annotated and features illustrations by Emerican Johnson as well 
as an original introduction by Gerald Horne and Anthony Ballas.
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“Communism is the riddle of history solved, 
and it knows itself to be this solution.”

- Karl Marx
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PREFACE

The text of this book constitutes part two of a four-part curriculum on Marxism-Le-
ninism developed and published by the Ministry of Education and Training of Vietnam. 
This curriculum is intended to give every Vietnamese student a firm grounding in the 
political philosophy of Marxism-Leninism.

The entire curriculum consists of:
Part 1: The Worldview and Philosophical Methodology of Marxism-Leninism
Part 2: Historical Materialism (this text)
Part 3: Political Economy
Part 4: Scientific Socialism
In Vietnam, each part of the curriculum encompasses one full semester of mandatory 

study for all college students. Each part builds upon the previous, meaning that readers 
of this book are expected to be familiar with the principles of Dialectical Materialism and 
Materialist Dialectics which were covered in Part 1.

It should be noted that this curriculum is not the first encounter which Vietnamese 
students will have had with these ideas, because Vietnamese students also study Dia-
lectical Materialism, Historical Materialism, Political Economy, and Scientific Socialism 
from primary school all the way through high school.

As such, the text of this book—in and of itself—would probably seem overwhelming-
ly condensed to most foreign readers who are new to studying Historical Materialism. 
Therefore, we have decided to extensively annotate and illustrate this text with the infor-
mation which would have been previously obtained in a basic Vietnamese high school 
education and/or provided by college lecturers in the classroom.

It is our desire that these annotations will be helpful for students who hope to learn 
these principles for application in political activity, but we should also make it clear to 
academic researchers and the like that our annotations and illustrations are not present 
in the original Vietnamese work.

We hope that this book will be useful in at least three ways:
•	 As a comprehensive introductory textbook on Historical Materialism and 

for self-study, group study, classroom use, cadre training, etc.
•	 As a quick and easy to reference handbook for reviewing the basic con-

cepts of Historical Materialism for students of theory who are already 
familiar with the concepts.

•	 As a companion book for further reading of theory and political texts 
rooted in Historical Materialist philosophy.

Also, please note: because this book is intended to be used as a quick reference and 
handbook for further study, there are many instances where we duplicate references, 
quotations, and other such information. We hope that this repetition may be double as 
an aid for study by reinforcing important concepts and quotations.

This book—Part 2 of the curriculum, which focuses on the application of Dialectical 
Materialist philosophy and methodology to the study of human history and human 
society—serves as the foundation of Historical Materialist theory and practice in the 
Vietnamese educational system.



The contents of this book are derived primarily from the written works of three im-
portant historical figures:

Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels — who initially developed the framework of Histori-
cal Materialism through the application of their dialectical materialist philosophy to the 
study of humanity;

and Vladimir Illyich Lenin — who further developed and defended the principles 
of historical materialism, expanded the analysis of imperialism, demonstrated how to 
apply Historical Materialist analysis to local material conditions specific to Russia at the 
turn of the 20th century, and made many other important contributions to what would 
come to be called Historical Materialism.

Obviously, there are countless other writers, revolutionaries, philosophers, and scien-
tists who have contributed to Historical Materialist philosophy and analysis. This book 
focuses primarily on Marx, Engels, and Lenin, because these figures laid the foundations 
and formulated the basic principles of the philosophy and methodology of Historical 
Materialism in their immortal writings.

At the end of the book we have provided three resources for your continued theoreti-
cal development:

•	 An afterword, in which we offer advice for the application of Historical 
Materialism and further study.

•	 A glossary of terms which doubles as an index.
•	 Appendices with summaries of important concepts and principles as well 

as texts which show how Historical Materialism is utilized by experts to 
analyze human society.

At the time of publication we are already in the process of translating and annotating 
Part 3 of this curriculum, which focuses on Political Economy, with the hopes of 
eventually releasing the full curriculum. Once Part 3 is complete, it will also be made 
available at BanyanHouse.org - where we also invite questions, constructive feedback, 
and suggestions.



INTERNATIONALISM IN PRACTICE:
HO CHI MINH AND BLACK LIBERATION

An Introduction to the Text by
Gerald Horne and Anthony Ballas

“It is well known that the black race is the most oppressed and most exploit-
ed of the human family. It is well known that the spread of capitalism and the 
discovery of the New World had as an immediate result the rebirth of slavery 
which was, for centuries, a scourge for the Negroes and a bitter disgrace for man-
kind. What everyone does not perhaps know is that after sixty-five years of so-
called emancipation, American Negroes still endure atrocious moral and material 
sufferings, of which the most cruel and horrible is the custom of lynching.”1

				    —Ho Chi Minh, “Lynching” (1924)

Ho Chi Minh and The Black World
Although often unacknowledged, Ho Chi Minh’s numerous written contributions on 

the history of global Black subjugation under the boot of European colonial and impe-
rial expansion compose an impressive, early 20th century record of internationalism in 
practice. Before founding the Indochinese Communist Party (ICP) in 1930, many of these 
early writings, such as “The Revolt of Dahomey,”2 “Uprising at Dahomey,”3 “Lynch-
ing” (cited above), and “Ku Klux Klan”4 were penned just prior to his arrival in Moscow 
where it’s widely believed he began studies at the University of the Toilers of the East 
(KUTV) in 1923.5 Although the historical record is imperfect, Ho’s attendance at KUTV 
would make rational sense given the school’s reputation for training some of the 20th 
century’s most celebrated internationalists as various as Harry Haywood who attended 
in 1925, Maude White Katz in 1927, and anti-colonial leaders such as Jomo Kenyatta in 
1933, among others.6 In Moscow, Ho was “considered the specialist on colonial affairs,” 
and worked for five years as the Comintern’s European representative.7 As an agent of 
the Comintern, Ho also delivered a “Report On The National And Colonial Questions” 
at the Fifth World Congress in 1924, following on the heels of the Fourth World Con-
gress, where Jamaican poet and novelist Claude McKay delivered his “Report on the Ne-
gro Question,”8 and drafted “Resolutions” alongside Surinamese-born Otto Huiswoud9 
in 1922. Ho passionately asserted in July 1924 that it was the “task of the communist 
newspapers to introduce the colonial question to our militants to awaken the working 
masses in the colonies, [and] win them over to the cause of Communism.” Not without 
a bit of rhetorical flair to punctuate his trenchant remarks, Ho follows his ardent plea 
with a question, “but what have our newspapers done?” to which he replies, “nothing 
at all.”10 In retrospect, we might consider Ho’s report as a sort of vanishing mediator, 
bridging McKay and Huiswoud’s 1922 “Resolutions” and the Comintern's adoption of 
the Black Belt Thesis at the revolutionary Sixth World Congress in 1928.

	 While Ho’s remarks not only indicate a serious blind spot in the reportage on 
the colonial question, they also exemplify a certain confidence and self-criticism in equal 
measure on his own part: “If we compare the number of columns devoted to the colonial 
question in the bourgeois newspapers such as The Times, Figaro, Evre,” he explains, “or 
in those of different opinions such as Le Populaire, or Liberty, with those devoted to the 
same question in L´Humanité, the central organ of our Party, [then] we are bound to 



Nguyen Ai Quoc (1890 - 1969), who would later become known as Ho Chi Minh, attending the 
French Communist congress as the Indochinese delegate in 1921.

say that this comparison will not be favourable to us.”11 It is clear from these words that 
although Ho must have been aware that he was more prolific than most in his reporting 
on the colonial question in the pages of L’Humanité, for instance, he also demonstrates 
an acute reflexivity in his awareness that still more was to be done to encourage the pro-
liferation of this question evermore to international audiences. 

Even prior to his studies in Moscow, Ho began to develop his analysis of French 
colonialism. As early as 1919, Ho penned a letter to the U.S. Secretary of State Robert 
Lansing appealing for support against French colonialism in Vietnam in the hope that it 



might grace the desk of President Woodrow Wilson.12 Undaunted by the lack of recipro-
cation, Ho continued pressing his materialist analysis of the colonial question through 
such writings as “Jim Crow” and “About Siki,” the latter an account of the racist double 
standards of the news coverage of Senegalese boxer Louis Mbarick Fall, who defeated 
the white boxer, George Carpentier, in a 1922 upset to become light heavyweight world 
champion.13 In a moment which not only exemplifies Ho’s rhetorical acumen, but as well 
sheds light on his politics in the early 1920s, Ho describes how Carpentier, “after being 
knocked out by a Black… calmly went to visit Russia, the land of Reds. We congratulate 
Siki on his victory. We also congratulate Carpentier on his open-mindedness.”14

Ho’s Harlem Sojourn and Atlantic Travels
As one of Ho’s biographers, William Duiker, puts it, although his “visit to America 

remains one of the most mysterious and puzzling periods in his entire life,” it is through 
his “own account and in recollections to acquaintances” that we know with confidence 
that Ho “spent a period of time in New York City,” particularly in the fertile political 
soils of Harlem. We also know, for instance, that, despite “earning… the princely salary 
of forty dollars a month” as a laborer “and as a domestic servant to a wealthy family, 
[Ho] found time to attend meetings of black activists” with the Universal Negro Im-
provement Association (UNIA).15

Ho lived and worked in Boston and Harlem, and may even have traveled on the same 
train route that would eventually shuttle Malcolm X therebetween decades later while 
he worked as a “sandwich man on the ‘Yankee Clipper,’” a railroad connecting Boston 
and New York. Ho also may have worked as a baker at Parker House Hotel, where a 
young Malcolm was later employed as a busboy while living in Boston.16 While some 
parallels remain vague or coincidental, others remain, at best, superficial. For instance, 
we ought not let the contingent fact of history that Ho and Malcolm X (along with Yuri 
Kochiyama and Lorraine Hansberry) share the same birthday (March 19) cloud the 
fact that, although they never met in person, both Malcolm and Ho were exposed to 
Garveyism at a young age. Malcolm’s parents, he tells us in his autobiography, were 
dedicated Garveyites. His mother, Louise Little, as Erik S. McDuffie explains, “insisted 
that her children read newspapers such as the Negro World, the official periodical of the 
UNIA,”17 while his father, Earl Little, who Malcolm describes as “a dedicated organizer” 
and “disciple” of Garvey, would often bring young Malcolm with him to UNIA gather-
ings.18

Robert F. Williams, who “swapped Harlem stories” with Ho in the mid-1960s, de-
scribes how a “saintly… and very jolly” Ho “recounted his visits to Harlem in the 1920s 
as a merchant seaman” where he “heard Marcus Garvey speak” as a young man.19 
Williams, who was part of a “peace delegation that visited Hanoi,” later reiterated Ho’s 
account of how he “had been strongly moved by the plight of black peoples around the 
world and had contributed generously to the movement.” Indeed, Ho was “so inspired,” 
as Timothy Tyson writes, “that he ‘emptied his pockets’ into the [UNIA] collection 
plate.”20 When Williams asked him if he had been a Communist during these early years, 
Ho is reported to have answered in the affirmative.21 

It is likely that “Lynching,” “Ku-Klux-Klan,” and various of his writings on the plight 
of Black people in the United States during this period were inspired by Ho’s sojourn 
in Harlem; as active participant in an emergent and militant internationalism, and as 
a skilled and meticulous researcher, Ho carefully documented the brutal violence exe-
cuted upon Black women and men at the hands of white supremacist terror U.S.-style.22 



Through historically and statistically-backed research, Ho also chronicled the tragic 
fates of Black soldiers who were victims of racist attacks, and even lynched after re-
turning from the First Imperialist War—a subject taken up by James Wheldon Johnson 
and W.E.B. Du Bois in the same era, and which Toni Morrison would dramatize in her 
novel Jazz some decades later.23 It is worthy of mention that Ho offered such a pointed 
critique of the mysticism of the KKK, providing a well-nigh psychological analysis of 
their “strange garb, bizarre rituals,” and the way “its mysteries attracted the curiosity of 
whites in the southern states and became very popular.”24 

As a merchant sailor and ship cook on the Amiral de Latouche-Tréville under the alias 
Văn Ba, Ho traveled widely, including to former slave port cities in the Atlantic such as 
Rio de Janeiro and Dakar. About the latter, Ho would later recount the story of his time 
as a worker on the French vessel when he witnessed the cruelty of white, French sail-
ors jeering and laughing at four Black sailors who tragically fell victim to drowning; a 
formative experience that made it into the pages of Ho’s early autobiography, and also 
would have surely influenced his early writings on the plight of colonized Africans.25 
Similar to the great seafarers of the 19th and 20th centuries, Ho’s travels on the high seas 
were formative of his political development. In this way, one may find certain parallels 
in Ho’s biography to that of Denmark Vesey, John S. Jacobs, or, a bit later on, Benito Syl-
vain, Garvey, and Ferdinand Smith, co-founder of the National Maritime Union.26 Like 
many of the great Caribbean internationalists and revolutionaries, Ho traveled, worked, 
conversed, and bore witness to the mistreatment of the non-white world at the hands of 
Euroamerican supremacy while sailing in open waters and docking on ports across the 
globe, leaving behind a written record of the development of his political consciousness 
inspired by these early experiences.27

Like all great internationalists, Ho “was quite adept at foreign languages,” and even 
mastered several, becoming a proficient speaker and writer of “English, French, Chinese, 
and Russian” in addition to Vietnamese, his native tongue.28 We can turn to the written 
record in the 1920s alone to detail the fact that, as Duiker points out, “his voluminous 
writings (including pamphlets, articles, reports, and letters) were written in a variety of 
languages.”29 Even a cursory glance at some of his early writings in La Paria, L’Humanité, 
Inprecor, as well as his La race noir, which was also translated into Russian, attests to this 
fact.30 It is no wonder that the great internationalist Paul Robeson, himself a polyglot 
fluent in dozens of languages, extolled Ho Chi Minh, granting him the honorable title as 
“the Toussaint l’Ouverture of Indo-China” in 1954.31 

In a reciprocal display of internationalist recognition, Ho wrote eloquently in La Race 
Noir in 1925 on the “uprising on the Island of Saint-Domingue,” concluding that ex-
amples such as “Toussaint Louverture [leading] the black slaves to victory over armies 
unleashed by Napoleon and the British” as well as “the countless uprisings by slaves 
in the South of the United States… are enough to refute the argument put forth by our 
adversary that freedom is not important to Blacks, that they regard slavery as a better 
life for themselves.” “To the contrary,” he continues, “no one loves liberty as much as 
the oppressed do in the colonies.”32 It should not go unmentioned that Ho’s words on 
the Haitian Revolution came over a decade prior to the publication of C.L.R. James’s 
landmark text, The Black Jacobins, at a time when the import of the events of 1791-1804 re-
mained little publicized, and even less acknowledged, in the anglophone world beyond 
the Black diaspora. It is no wonder as well that Ho regarded Henri Grégoire, the ardent 
18th century abolitionist and leading member of the Société des Amis des Noirs, as “the 
apostle of the liberty of peoples.”33



Ho’s Anti-Colonial Theory
Ho’s critical account of German colonialism ought to be read not only as a scathing 

rebuke of the German intelligentsia extant in his own time, but as well all succeeding 
generations who have failed and, indeed, continue to fail, with regard to acknowledg-
ing Germany’s genocide of the Hererro and the Nama (1901-1906)—the first genocide 
of the 20th century. Long neglected by Western thinkers, including by some of the most 
vaunted critics of German fascism such as Theodor Adorno, Max Horkheimer, and 
Jurgen Habermas34 among others, Ho addresses how the Herero and Nama tribes “in 
the former German colonies in Africa were completely exterminated,” linking the latter 
as part of “the same system of pillage, extermination and destruction [which] prevails 
in the African regions under Italian, Spanish, British or Portuguese rule,” as well as “in 
the Belgian Congo,” where “the population in 1891 was 25 million, but… had fallen to 
eight and a half million by 1911.”35 It is notable that Ho writes about the genocide as 
early as 1925 which would subsequently take the German government over a century to 
acknowledge even nominally.36 

To further emphasize this point, Ho’s analysis was penned only a few years before 
Sigmund Freud would write his much celebrated Civilization and its Discontents, wherein 
he diagnoses aggressivity as a fundamental drive in human nature, exploding as the un-
conscious result of the repressive features of civilization. Although Freud was living in 
Leipzig during the Herero and Nama genocide, it was only after the First Imperial War 
that he even endeavored an attempt at understanding what drove humanity to mass 
atrocity—a fact which reveals the blindspot of German colonial thinking more generally, 
and perhaps more particularly Freud’s own drive to effectively gainsay German barba-
rism on the African continent by providing a theoretical cover—concealing the history of 
European colonialism altogether behind a purported theory of universal aggression.37 

While Freud was busy lambasting a strawman version of Communism in Civilization 
and its Discontents, abstracting aggressivity while also diluting intoxication as a mere 
form of fantasy and escapism, Ho was applying materialist analysis to history in order 
to diagnose the way slavery had become sublimated through the colonial process in 
the form of “corvées, porterage, forced labor, alcohol and syphilis” which, as he put it 
pithily in 1924, “complete the work of civilization.”38 Or, as stated in his poignant the 
final line of “Lynching,” “among the collection of the crimes of American ‘civiization,’ 
lynching has a place of honour.”39 In works such as the “Monstrosity of Civilization” 
and “Civilization that Kills,” Ho provides razor sharp historical analyses of the colonial 
situation faced by the people of the darker nations on par with Du Bois’s own from the 
same era—an analysis which continues to evade an inordinate amount of Euroamerican 
intellectuals. Against the plaudits and popular sentiments of bourgeois apologists and 
paternalists too numerous to mention, Ho described in 1925 how the “cruel horrors have 
worsened a thousand fold” in the transition to colonialism in the late 19th and early 20th 
centuries.40 

In 1925, Ho wrote “In the Slaughterhouse,” a section of La race noir, in which he offers 
an analysis of Black soldiers fighting in colonial armies. Often recruited at the barrel of 
a gun, and subsequently dying on foreign battlefields and in Jim Crow hospitals, Ho ar-
gues that despite their ultimate sacrifices, these efforts “did not improve the laws of the 
Blacks in the United States,” for instance.41 In the 1940s, Ho, then leader of the Việt Minh, 
confronted Black soldiers on the battlefields of the Indo-China War with whom he would 
otherwise have been in an objective alliance with against the European powers. Though 
record keeping often conflated dead, missing, and deserted tirailleurs sénégalais soldiers 



(e.g. West and Central African soldiers conscripted into the French colonial army), of the 
5,000 plus accounted for during the Indo-China years, a good number were likely desert-
ers, as Sarah Zimmerman explains: “Exploiting the French military’s inability to account 
for missing troops, some tirailleurs sénégalais crossed enemy lines to join up with the 
Vietminh.” Zimmerman recounts one “celebrated tale… of a Guinean soldier, General 
Zaoro, who… deserted the tirailleurs sénégalais” and was so dedicated that it “led to his 
rapid promotion [to]... general among the ranks of the Vietminh.” Another account even 
claims that “some deserters took advantage of the chaos of evacuation following the Fall 
of Điện Biên Phủ.”42

Presaging events that would occur during the Vietnam War, the Việt Minh “segre-
gated colonial soldiers from metropolitan French soldiers in POW camps,” much “like 
the French.” However, “instead of using this tactic to respect racial hierarchy like the 
French, the Việt Minh bifurcated troops to better serve the dissemination of their anti-co-
lonial propaganda,” tailoring “their propaganda for the tirailleurs sénégalais by focusing 
on their shared colonial identity as mistreated subjects of the French” and “fan[ning] the 
flames of military disobedience among POWs and active tirailleurs sénégalais.”43 

In this way, the Indo-China War “was the first large-scale anticolonial war where 
evidence suggests that tirailleurs sénégalais questioned their role in French colonialism,” 
deserting and “abandon[ing] the French army for political reasons.”44 Thus, while Ho 
was actively fighting against French colonialism, a budding internationalist and anti-co-
lonial consciousness45 was brewing underfoot, cultivated and even spurred on by the 
Việt Minh’s deft propaganda efforts, not only calling back to Ho’s time as a journalist 
endeavoring to spread the colonial question to the masses, but also presaging similar 
phenomena during the Vietnam War when African American soldiers deserted the front, 
with many absconding to the famed “Soul Alley” in Saigon in order to escape the fla-
grant racism experienced in their own regiments. As Roger Goodwin observes, “a 1970 
Army Counterintelligence investigation revealed that a large group of African Ameri-
cans, most of whom had gone AWOL or deserted, were living in Saigon with Cambo-
dians in the area surrounding Truong Minh Ky Street,” and, “allegedly,” even “had ‘a 
mutual understanding of one another as ‘oppressed minorities.’”46 

Reflecting in 1925, and with typically rhetorical flair, Ho asks “did we not witness 
Hindu soldiers who refused to attack China?” suggesting that this ought to serve as “a 
grave warning for all imperialists who are thinking of sending native soldiers against 
the Soviet Republic, against the only loyal and resolute defender of all oppressed and ex-
ploited countries.”47 It is clear that the United States did not heed Ho’s sage observation, 
given the way it would go on to, inter alia, stoke the flames for war between the Soviet 
Union and religious zealots in Afghanistan in the 1980s, the recoil of which was felt on 
11 September 2001.

Black America and Ho Chi Minh
When Robert F. Williams met with Ho in the mid-1960s, he is said to have participated 

in producing some anti-war propaganda directed at Black soldiers. “Williams's experi-
ences in Vietnam,” his meeting with Ho Chi Minh not least, “left him with a passionate 
new depth of commitment to stopping the Vietnam War, a political priority that he 
shared with the increasingly radical young insurgents of the freedom movement in the 
United States.” This new anti-war passion culminated in Williams sending “a batch of 
telegrams to freedom movement leaders including James Forman of SNCC and James 
Farmer of CORE” on 27 April 1965, in which he states: “Racial terrorists exterminating 



colored humanity of Vietnam. Decency and conscience requires all freedom fighters to 
join the battle for peace.” On the very same day, Martin Luther King Jr. also “received 
another of Williams's patented political taunts,” which read as follows: “‘As nonviolent 
advocate and winner of the Nobel Peace Prize,’ he told the minister, ‘decent people of 
the world await your resolute condemnation of racist America's savage slaughter of the 
colored humanity of Vietnam.’”48

As President of the Monroe, North Carolina chapter of the NAACP, Williams's an-
ti-war efforts cut against the grain in the years following the compromise of 1954 when 
the NAACP turned its back on internationalism, particularly under Executive Secretary 
Roy Wilkins. Wilkins viciously attacked Martin Luther King Jr. for his pro-peace stance 
on Vietnam: “‘When an American Negro Soldier kills a Viet Cong, he is not killing a 
colored brother. Why should we consider the Viet Cong our colored brothers,’ he asked 
querulously, since purportedly ‘they don’t feel the Negro is his brother.’”49 

In 1968, the Black Panther Party sent a delegation to Montreal, including Bobby Seale 
and David Hilliard, to attend the Hemispheric Conference to End the War in Vietnam.50 
The BPP recognized the NLF as the government of South Vietnam, while the NLF 
recognized in turn the BPP as the vanguard of liberation in the United States: “Though 
we have different colors of skin,” Ho writes in 1964, “the yellow Vietnamese and Black 
Americans are battling a common enemy—the cruelty of American imperialism.”51 Like-
wise, “when representatives of the Black Panther Party… met52 the representatives of the 
National Liberation Front (NLF) of Vietnam in Montreal, Canada, the Vietnamese said, 
‘He Black Panther, we Yellow Panther!’53 and the Panthers replied, ‘Yeah, you’re Yellow 
Panthers, we’re Black Panthers. All power to the people!’54 It would not be a stretch to 
suggest that Ho and the NLF were as much symbols for the BPP during the 1960s as the 
BPP were symbols for Ho and the NLF in the same era.55 When, for instance, Ho de-
scribes the Vietnamese as “Yellow American Slaves,” he is surely linking their common 
cause for liberation, which is why he also described the Vietnamese and Black Ameri-
cans as fighting the first and second fronts against U.S. imperialism: “The Vietnamese 
People strongly support our Black brothers in America, for we believe their struggle is 
just and they shall overcome.”56

	 A year after Ho’s death in September 1969, Eldridge Cleaver penned an address 
in The Black Panther entitled “To My Black Brothers in Vietnam,” encouraging Black 
soldiers to either go AWOL or “sabotage supplies and equipment and turn them over to 
the Vietnamese,”57 a call which, again, harks back to the deserting tirailleurs sénégalais 
during the Indo-China years.58 It should come as no surprise that Ho’s death was also 
commemorated in the 13 Septmeber 1969 issue of The Black Panther in which his early 
essay “Lynching” was reprinted.59 The Black Panther would also print Ho’s New Year’s 
Message on the cover of the 3 March 1969 issue,60 while Korean leader Kim Il-Sung 
graced the front page alongside Ho Chi Minh in The Black Panther on 3 October 1970.61   

Ho and Malcolm
In 1964, Ho commented in the pages of Nhân Dân how the “ink… barely had been 

dry” on the Civil Rights Act when racial terror by “American fascists” was unleashed 
from Mississippi to Harlem.62 Ho then links this crusade of racial terror to the violence 
that the U.S. empire was executing contemporaneously upon the “‘yellow American’ 
slaves” of South Vietnam. 

In his commentary, Ho also makes an allusion to “one black leader who warned, quite 



A page from The Black Panther newspaper addressing American soldiers serving in Vietnam.



accurately, that this was only a deceptive swindle that was propagated by America's 
ruling class.”63 Given that Malcolm X traveled the globe railing against the Civil Rights 
Act in highly publicized speaking engagements in Ghana, Nigeria, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, 
and England, it is possible, even probable, that Ho had Malcolm in mind when he wrote 
these lines64 (Malcolm also referred to “three civil rights workers… murdered in cold 
blood” in Mississippi after the passage of the Civil Rights Act, for instance). Malcolm 
also would go on to give his landmark speech, “Not Just an American Problem, But a 
World Problem,” in Rochester, New York on 16 February 1965, where, amid thunderous 
applause, he would make bold reference to “American planes, American bombs, escort-
ed by American paratroopers, armed with machine guns” arriving in South Vietnam. 
Exposing certain hackneyed euphemisms often employed by agents of U.S. empire, 
Malcolm spoke of “Twenty thousand” soldiers, who we are made to believe were “not 
soldiers,” but rather “escorts” and “just advisers”—a rhetoric all too familiar to anyone 
with even a passing knowledge of the way the U.S. war machine operates. “They’re able 
to do all of this mass murder and get away with it,” he continues, “by labeling it ‘hu-
manitarian,’ an act of humanitarianism… or ‘in the name of freedom,’ ‘in the name of 
liberty,’” and “all kinds of high-sounding slogans, but it’s cold-blooded murder, mass 
murder.” 

It was likely no coincidence that FBI memos dated 18 and 21 February 1965—just days 
after Malcolm’s rip-roaring speech in Rochester—make reference to how he “spoke at 
numerous meetings and functions, appeared on various radio and television shows,” 
and “spoke at meetings sponsored by militant and subversive groups including the So-
cialist Workers Party,” as well as “participated in debates, and held press conferences,” 
in which “he urged Negroes to obtain guns for self protection and to register to vote; 
criticized the government, President Lyndon B. Johnson, and Negroes fighting in Viet-
nam.”65

	 Though they never met in person or exchanged correspondence, Ho Chi Minh 
and Malcolm X shared more than a birthday in common. Forged in the furnaces of Euro-
pean colonialism and U.S. empire, from their youthful experiences as workers bouncing 
between Boston and Harlem, as well as the inspiration they drew from Garveyism and 
the UNIA, to their dedicated and principled commitments to internationalism, Ho and 
Malcolm were as much contemporaries to one another as they remain our contemporar-
ies today.

*          *          *

Reflecting on Ho Chi Minh’s time in Harlem, his meeting with Robert F. Williams, 
as well as the “Maoist inflections in both the National Liberation Front (of Vietnam) 
and Black Panther politics,” Vijay Prashad encourages us “to appreciate the vitality of 
the idea of Third World solidarity,” and asserts that the “radical visions that emerged 
in the twentieth century enabled the sense of enchanted comradeship of the 1960s and 
1970s,” and are “a legacy worth revisiting in this new century.”66 With the publication of 
this curriculum in English, we can be assured that these radical visions of Third World 
solidarity remain intact and in focus in our present era. We ought to be reminded not 
only of this shared history in the global struggle of oppressed nations against Western 
imperialism, but also of the cultivation of analytical and practical forms so desperately 
needed to galvanize, orient, and, in some cases, reorient and retrain our theoretical and 
organizational sights on forms of collective action toward the continuing development of 



international socialism. This volume thus fills the vacuum left open by the intersection of 
rampant anti-intellectualism, rabid anti-Communism, and, ultimately, rapacious capital; 
a veritable unholy trinity which looms vulturelike over the political and social landscape 
of much of Anglophone world—particularly in the United States.

As an aid in the development of materialist, global analysis trained on international 
solidarity, these volumes challenge the dominant philosophical and political modes 
fashionable on much of the Western left today with its monopoly on eclecticism, through 
which it often serves as an unwitting participant in the retreat from class analysis and 
thus as an unknowing handmaiden of historical amnesia. It is with hope that these 
volumes might aid in the development of political consciousness and perhaps even offer 
insight into the much-needed analysis of ultraleftism and other infantile disorders which 
remain prevalent in our present era. As well, we remain hopeful that these volumes 
might assist in the further development of an analysis of class collaboration historically 
and in our own time, as well as the stubborn attachment of some of our friends on the 
left to virulent white supremacy, aiding and abetting the global rise of right wing ex-
tremism, which in turn, we’re afraid to say, lubricates the path for the emergence of a 
unique form of neo-fascism.

Gerald Horne
Victoria, British Columbia

July, 2025

Anthony Ballas
Durham, North Carolina
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EDITOR’S NOTE

Working on this book was one of the most exciting and enlightening experiences of 
my life. While developing Part 1 of this curriculum, I learned that Dialectical Material-
ism is crucial for understanding our universe. Historical Materialism focuses that under-
standing by applying Dialectical Materialist analysis to to our own existence.

One of the great achievements of Karl Marx was his accurate description of the ways 
in which objective material processes determine the course of human society as well as 
the ways in which a revolutionary economic class plays a subjective role in historical 
development. This discovery transformed the study of history into a scientific field and 
a revolutionary phenomenon. By grasping, utilizing, and building upon the discoveries 
of Marx and Engels, Ho Chi Minh and other revolutionary figures throughout modern 
history have been able to achieve incredible things.

I hope that workers worldwide will eventually learn this applied philosophy and use 
its lessons to hasten the liberation of humanity from class society. I hope that this work 
can contribute to the education of the masses by making the tremendous work of Viet-
namese intellectuals available to the English-speaking world.

I am forever grateful to the Vietnamese professors and intellectuals who produced 
the original work, and to my wife and dearest comrade, who translated their words, for 
teaching me how to see the world from a comprehensive and historical perspective.

Emerican Johnson
July, 2025



CONTRIBUTING EDITOR’S NOTE

A few miles up the road from where this note was written lies Karl Marx’s final rest-
ing place in Highgate Cemetery, London. At the funeral on March 17, 1883, his closest 
comrade, friend, and intellectual partner Friedrich Engels summed up the major contri-
bution of Marx’s theoretical work thus: 

Just as Darwin discovered the law of development of organic nature,

so Marx discovered the law of development of human history. 

Of course, Engels went on to list just a few of the many other world-historic theoreti-
cal breakthroughs that Karl Marx made during his life, but it is no accident that Engels 
foregrounded Historical Materialism as a key to understanding the Marxist method of 
analysis and praxis. This text, then, which seeks to be a foundational understanding of 
the meaning and use of the Historical Materialist method, could not be more essential, 
and more timely. In a world of dizzying ruptures, realignments, and radicalisation, the 
tool of Historical Materialism is essential to guiding our responses and our actions. Such 
grounding has led revolutionary movements to victory in many places, and of course 
most pertinently in Vietnam itself, this year celebrating 50 years since the Vietnamese 
people successfully liberated themselves, reunified their country, and began the process 
of socialist construction, which continues to this day and has always been undergirded 
by a historical materialist and dialectical materialist perspective. 

Luna Nguyen and Emerican Johnson’s outstanding work bringing the Curriculum of 
the Basic Principles of Marxism-Leninism to an Anglophone audience is to be applaud-
ed. For readers, it is a rare and generative opportunity to access ‘actually existing social-
ist’ education materials, alongside the insightful commentary of Luna and EJ. One initial 
shock from this text for Western audiences, used to the blinkered perspectives of our 
own academic institutions, is to see the respect and seriousness these topics are afforded 
by Vietnam’s education system, with this robust curricula on the subject of historical ma-
terialism being necessary for all students in higher education, and specifically “for uni-
versity students not specializing in Marxism-Leninism”(!). Of course, beyond this initial 
lesson there is so much more to learn from this text, and alongside Part 1 on Dialectical 
Materialism (and future forthcoming volumes), the Curriculum is a treasure trove and 
toolkit for those serving liberation movements globally.

In Engels’ oration at Marx’s funeral, he went on to stress “For Marx was before all 
else a revolutionist. His real mission in life was to contribute, in one way or another, to 
the overthrow of capitalist society and of the state institutions.” And as such with any 
Marxist text we must consider this. In this work, the possibilities for practical applica-
tion from study are enormous, and activists and organizers worldwide can implement 
the forms of analysis, the historical lessons, and the revolutionary optimism into their 
praxis. Who better to learn effective organising from than those who successively liberat-
ed themselves from French, Japanese, and American colonial invaders? Che Guevara, in 
his message to the Tricontinental, argued that those seeking the liberation of the peoples 
of the world should “create two, three, many Vietnams” and it is in that spirit that we 
should utilize these books.

David Peat
July, 2025



NOTES ON TRANSLATION

Vietnamese is a very different language from English, which has presented many chal-
lenges in translating this book. Whenever possible, I have tried to let the “spirit” of the 
language guide me, without altering the structure, tone, and formatting of the book.

One thing you will likely notice right away: this book is highly condensed! This is 
because most Vietnamese students are already familiar with these concepts. We have 
added annotations to try to make the book more digestible for those of you who are new 
to Marxism-Leninism, and these annotations are explained on the next page.

I have worked hard to try to make the language in this book consistent with the 
language used in popular translations of works from Marx, Lenin, etc., that would be 
familiar to English-language students of Marxism-Leninism. That said, a multitude of 
translators have been translating these texts into English for well over a century, such 
that different word choices have been used to relate the same concepts, and even Marx, 
Engels, and Lenin used different terms to describe the same concepts in many instanc-
es (not to mention the fact that Marx and Engels wrote primarily in German, whereas 
Lenin wrote primarily in Russian).

With all this in mind, I have made it my first priority to keep the language of this 
translation internally consistent to avoid confusion and, again, to match the spirit of 
the original text as much as possible. As a result, you may find differences between the 
translation choices made in this text and other translations, but it is my hope that the 
underlying meaning of each translation is properly conveyed.

Another note on “Large Language Models” and machine-translation, which was not 
nearly so wide spread when I began translating this curriculum:

Translation is an incredibly subtle and challenging undertaking. It requires a very 
human insight to properly convey emotional and intellectual content from not just one 
language, but also from one culture, to another. I have tried my hand at using machine 
translation for political and philosophical concepts and I conclude that machine trans-
lation is very much a double-edged sword. In some ways, they do open up commu-
nications for the workers of the world, but they can also be dangerously inaccurate in 
moments when accuracy is needed the most. We did not use any large language models 
or machine translation for this text and we hope that the reader will take care in using 
automated translation.

In your future studies I urge you to understand the severe misunderstandings which 
can emerge from systems that lack a human’s ability to think critically and understand 
what is being said. I don’t discourage anyone from using such tools, but I only hope that 
we will not rely on them overmuch in our attempts to commune with our fellow human 
beings as we create history together.

July, 2025

Luna Nguyen



GUIDE TO TEXT AND ANNOTATIONS

This book was written as a textbook for Vietnamese students who are not specializing 
in Marxism-Leninism, and so it is meant to be a simple and condensed survey of 
the most fundamental principles of Historical Materialism to be used in a classroom 
environment with the guide of an experienced lecturer. A typical Vietnamese college 
student will already have been exposed to many of the concepts presented herein 
throughout twelve years of primary and secondary education. As such, in translating 
and preparing this book for a foreign audience who are likely to be reading it without 
the benefit of a lecturer’s in-person instruction, we realized that we would need to add a 
significant amount of annotations to the text.

These annotations will take the following forms:
Short annotations which we insert into the text itself [will be included in square 
brackets like these].

Longer annotations which add further context and background information will be 
included in boxes like this.

We have also added diagrams to our annotations, as well as a detailed glossary/index 
and appendices, which are located in the back of the book.

Words that have a dotted underline like this are words that can be found in the 
glossary/index. Note that such words may have a very different use in the context 
of Dialectical and Historical Materialist philosophy, so it may be useful to check the 
definition in the glossary even if you are already familiar with the underlined word.

We will frequently reference Part 1 (The Worldview and Philosophical Methodology of 
Marxism-Leninism) and other parts of this curriculum. The text for Part 1 is currently 
available in a previously published volume. The ebook can be found for free at 
BanyanHouse.org. Other parts of the curriculum will be published in the future. 
Whenever another part of the curriculum is referenced, it will be featured in bold italics, 
like this: Part 1, Part 2, Part 3, etc.

We hope these will resources will also be of use in studying other texts which are 
rooted in Marxist-Leninist philosophy.



ORIGINAL VIETNAMESE PUBLISHER’S NOTE

In 2004, under the direction of the Central Government, the Ministry of Education 
and Training, in collaboration with Sự Thật [Vietnamese for “The Truth,” the name of 
a National Political Publishing House], published a [political science and philosophy] 
curriculum for universities and colleges in Vietnam. This curriculum includes 5 subjects: 
Marxist-Leninist Philosophy, Marxist-Leninist Political Economy, Scientific Socialism, 
Vietnamese Communist Party History, and Ho Chi Minh Thought. This curriculum has 
been an important contribution towards educating our students - the young intellectuals 
of the country - in political reasoning, so that the next generation will be able to 
successfully conduct national innovation.

With the new practice of education and training, in order to thoroughly grasp the 
reform of the Party’s ideological work and theory, and to advocate for reform in both 
teaching and learning at universities and colleges in general, on September 18th, 2008, 
the Minister of Education and Training, in collaboration with Sự Thật, have issued a new 
program and published a textbook of political theory subjects for university and college 
students who are not specialized in Marxism - Leninism with Associate Professor and 
Doctor of Philosophy Nguyen Viet Thong as chief editor. There are three subjects:

Curriculum of the Basic Principles of Marxism-Leninism
Curriculum of Ho Chi Minh Thought
Curriculum of the Revolutionary Path of the Communist Party of Vietnam.
Curriculum of the Basic Principles of Marxism-Leninism was compiled by a collective 

of scientists and experienced lecturers from a number of universities, with Pham 
Van Sinh, Ph.D and Pham Quang Phan, Ph.D as co-editors. This curriculum has been 
designed to meet the practical educational requirements of students. 

We hope this book will be of use to you.
April, 2016

NATIONAL POLITICAL PUBLISHING HOUSE - SỰ THẬT



ORIGINAL VIETNAMESE PREFACE

To implement the resolutions of the Communist Party of Vietnam, especially the 5th 
Central Resolution on ideological work, theory, and press, on September 18th, 2008, The 
Ministry of Education and Training has issued Decision Number 52/2008/QD-BGDDT, 
issuing the subject program: The Basic Principles of Marxism-Leninism for Students 
Non-Specialised in Marxism-Leninism and Ho Chi Minh Thought. In collaboration 
with Truth - the National Political Publishing House - we published the Curriculum of 
the basic principles of Marxism-Leninism for Students Non-Specialised in Marxism-
Leninism and Ho Chi Minh Thought.

The authors of this text have drawn from the contents of the Central Council’s 
previous programs (Marxist-Leninist Philosophy, Marxist-Leninist Political Economy, 
and Scientific Socialism) and compiled them into national textbooks for Marxist-Leninist 
science subjects and Ho Chi Minh Thought, as well as other curriculums for the Ministry 
of Education and Training. The authors have received comments from many collectives, 
such as the Ho Chi Minh National Academy of Politics and Administration, the Central 
Propaganda Department, as well as individual scientists and lecturers at universities 
and colleges throughout the country. Notably:

Associate Professor To Huy Rua, Ph.D, Professor Phung Huu Phu, Ph.D, Professor 
Nguyen Duc Binh, Professor Le Huu Nghia, Ph.D, Professor Le Huu Tang, Ph.D, 
Professor Vo Dai Luoc, Ph.D, Professor Tran Phuc Thang, Ph.D, Professor Hoang 
Chi Bao, Ph.D, Professor Tran Ngoc Hien, Ph.D, Professor Ho Van Thong, Associate 
Professor Duong Van Thinh, Ph.D, Associate Professor Nguyen Van Oanh, Ph.D, 
Associate Professor Nguyen Van Hao, Ph.D, Associate Professor Nguyen Duc Bach, 
PhD. Pham Van Chin, Phung Thanh Thuy, M.A., and Nghiem Thi Chau Giang, M.A.

After a period of implementation, the contents of the textbooks have been 
supplemented and corrected on the basis of receiving appropriate suggestions from 
universities, colleges, the contingent of lecturers of political theory, and scientists. 
However, due to objective and subjective limitations, there are still contents that need to 
be added and modified, and we would love to receive more comments to make the next 
edition of the curriculum more complete.

MINISTRY OF EDUCATION AND TRAINING
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1Introduction

INTRODUCTION TO
THE BASIC PRINCIPLES OF MARXISM-LENINISM

PART  II
HISTORICAL MATERIALISM

Historical Materialism is a system of Dialectical Materialist viewpoints of human so-
ciety as well as the result of applying the methodologies of Dialectical Materialism and 
Materialist Dialectics to the study of social life and human history.

Annotation 1

Following is a list of key words and concepts that will be used throughout the re-
mainder of this text. It is important to note that within the Dialectical Materialist and 
Historical Materialist methodologies, many words are used differently or have differ-
ent definitions from how they are used in mainstream bourgeois-dominated fields of 
philosophy, economics, history, etc.

As such, we suggest reviewing the definitions of vocabulary words supplied in this 
text even if you are already familiar with them. For easy reference, there is a glossary 
and index at the end of the book, starting on page 284. Words that are underlined like 
this can be found in the glossary.

Dialectical Materialism
Dialectical Materialism is a universal philosophical and methodological system 

which forms the theoretical core of a scientific worldview which was first developed 
by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels with the express goal of achieving communism.

Dialectical Materialism is the subject of Chapter 1 of Part 1 of this series: Curriculum 
of the Basic Principles of Marxism-Leninism: the Worldview and Philosophical Methodology of 
Marxism-Leninism, which will be referenced throughout this volume. Print and elec-
tronic copies of this book are available at BanyanHouse.org.

As a universal philosophical and methodological system, Dialectical Materialism can 
be used to analyze and engage with all things, phenomena, and ideas.

Materialist Dialectics
Materialist Dialectics is a scientific system of philosophy concerned with motion, 

development, and common relationships, and with the most common rules concern-
ing the motion and development of nature, society, and human thought. Materialist 
Dialectics is the subject of Chapter 2 of Part 1 of this series and will also be referenced 
throughout this volume, along with Chapter 1, as mentioned above. The framework of 
Materialist Dialectics can be used to analyze the change, motion, and development of 
all things, phenomena, and ideas.



2  Historical Materialism

Annotation 1 (continued)

Viewpoints
A viewpoint (also known as a point of view or a perspective) is, in the Dialectical Ma-

terialist framework, the starting point of analysis which determines the direction of 
thinking from which phenomena and problems are considered [see Part 1, p. 12].

History
History, as used in Historical Materialism, typically refers to human history. Viet-

nam’s History Textbook for 10th Grade Students gives the following definition of history:
History includes everything that happened in the past. Human history is the 

entirety of human activities from the origin of humanity to the present day. 
Human history includes the history of human interaction with nature as well as 
the history of humans interacting with each other. There is a distinction between 
historical fact and historical perception.

Historical fact refers to objective facts which simply describe what has occurred in 
the past, including the material conditions of the past. Historical perception refers to 
opinions and perceptions of history which rely on interpretations that are influenced 
by political, cultural, or other biases or philosophical framings. The Vietnamese histo-
ry textbook referenced above provides the following examples:

Historical Fact: In early August 1945, the United States dropped two atomic 
bombs on the Japanese cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki.

Historical Perception:
Perception 1: The United States dropped atomic bombs on Japan, causing 

World War II to end many months earlier, limiting the loss of life for the war-
ring parties.

Perception 2: America did not need to drop atomic bombs. It was a war crime, 
an atrocity against humanity.

Note that the perceptions above go beyond mere objective descriptions of occurrenc-
es in the past. Note also that historical perceptions can impact and influence human 
understandings of historical truth. For instance, some humans may be more likely to 
believe falsehoods and inaccurate narratives about historic truths because of attitudes 
and prejudices which arise from philosophical, religious, cultural, or other such biases. 
In an article titled “History, Truth, and Historiography,” Professor Ha Van Tan, a Viet-
namese historian and archeologist, offered this definition of history:

History is objective. Historical truth is the truth that exists independently of 
our consciousness. But historical perception (consciousness/awareness) is subjec-
tive. And history is written by humans for different purposes.

Dialectical Materialist analysis demands that we seek a comprehensive and historical 
perspective in studying all subjects [see Part 1, p. 185]. It is a requirement to study hu-
man history and the historical development of human society in order to understand 
human society as it exists today. As such, the study of history and the study of con-
temporary human society are not considered distinct from one another but rather are 
seen as one pursuit. Historical Materialism is what we call this pursuit of understanding 
human society and its historical development through the lens of Dialectical Material-
ist philosophy and Materialist Dialectical methodology.
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Annotation 1 (continued)

In The German Ideology, Marx and Engels offer the following definition of history:
History is nothing but the succession of the separate generations, each of 

which exploits the materials, the capital funds, the productive forces handed 
down to it by all preceding generations, and thus, on the one hand, continues the 
traditional activity in completely changed circumstances and, on the other, modi-
fies the old circumstances with a completely changed activity. This can be specu-
latively distorted so that later history is made the goal of earlier history, e.g. the 
goal ascribed to the discovery of America is to further the eruption of the French 
Revolution. Thereby history receives its own special aims and becomes “a person 
rating with other persons” (to wit: “Self-Consciousness, Criticism, the Unique,” 
etc.), while what is designated with the words “destiny,” “goal,” “germ,” or 
“idea” of earlier history is nothing more than an abstraction formed from later 
history, from the active influence which earlier history exercises on later history.

Historical Materialism
When the Dialectical Materialist system is applied to the analysis of human society, 

various viewpoints are derived. These viewpoints serve as starting points for further 
theoretical and practical development in the realm of human society.

In the Dialectical Materialist philosophical and methodological framework, all 
things, ideas, and phenomena are considered to be in a constant state of change and 
development. This includes human society. As such, human society can be studied 
and understood through the framework of Materialist Dialectics, which is a system of 
understanding change and motion through the lens of Dialectical Materialism.

Historical Materialism therefore constitutes a system of viewpoints which are 
derived from the application of the Dialectical Materialist framework to the analysis 
of the development of human society. Taken as a system in its own right, Historical 
Materialism becomes a framework for further theoretical understanding of and practi-
cal engagement with human society. Historical Materialism allows us comprehend the 
change and development of human society in a manner which is consistent with the 
objective laws of Dialectical Materialism. Historical Materialism, like Dialectical Mate-
rialism, is approached from the viewpoint of the working class. It explicitly serves the 
revolutionary function of allowing the working class to comprehend itself and its own 
historical mission.

In “The Three Sources and Three Component Parts of Marxism,” Lenin expounded 
on the importance of the discovery of Historical Materialist analysis by Karl Marx:

Marx deepened and developed philosophical materialism to the full and ex-
tended the cognition of nature to include the cognition of human society. His 
Historical Materialism  was a great achievement in scientific thinking. The chaos 
and arbitrariness that had previously reigned in views on history and politics 
were replaced by a strikingly integral and harmonious scientific theory, which 
shows how, in consequence of the growth of productive forces, out of one system 
of social life another and higher system develops—how capitalism, for instance, 
grows out of feudalism.

In Karl Marx, Lenin further expanded on the importance of the development of His-
torical Materialism:



4  Historical Materialism

Annotation 1 (continued) 

The discovery of the materialist conception of history, or more correctly, the 
consistent continuation and extension of materialism into the domain of social 
phenomena, removed the two chief shortcomings in earlier historical theories. 
In the first place, the latter at best examined only the ideological motives in the 
historical activities of human beings, without investigating the origins of those 
motives, or ascertaining the objective laws governing the development of the 
system of social relations, or seeing the roots of these relations in the degree 
of development reached by material production; in the second place, the earlier 
theories did not embrace the activities of the masses of the population, whereas 
Historical Materialism made it possible for the first time to study with scientific 
accuracy the social conditions of the life of the masses, and the changes in those 
conditions. At best, pre-Marxist “sociology” and historiography brought forth 
an accumulation of raw facts, collected at random, and a description of individual 
aspects of the historical process. By examining the totality of opposing tenden-
cies, by reducing them to precisely definable conditions of life and production of 
the various classes of individual aspects of the historical process. By examining 
the choice of a particular “dominant” idea or in its interpretation, and by reveal-
ing that, without exception, all ideas and all the various tendencies stem from 
the condition of the material forces of production, Marxism indicated the way 
to an all-embracing and comprehensive study of the process of the rise, devel-
opment, and decline of socio-economic systems. People make their own history 
but what determines the motives of people, of the mass of people—i.e., what is 
the sum total of all these clashes in the mass of human societies? What are the 
objective conditions of production of material life that form the basis of all man’s 
historical activity? What is the law of development of these conditions? To all 
these Marx drew attention and indicated the way to a scientific study of history 
as a single process which, with all its immense variety and contradictoriness, is 
governed by definite laws.

In short, Historical Materialism is the system of ideas and practices which arises 
from the application of Dialectical Materialism and Materialist Dialectics to the specific 
subject of the development of human society.

By putting Dialectical Materialism and Materialist Dialectics into practice, Historical 
Materialism perfects and develops both Dialectical Materialism and Materialist Dialec-
tics. In this manner, Historical Materialism perfects and develops the worldview and 
philosophical methodology of Marxism-Leninism.

Annotation 2

Dialectical Materialist philosophy and methodology asserts that the truth of human 
ideas can only be discovered through practice. The correctness of a theory is deter-
mined through experimentation, observation, and experience in objective reality. 
Practice includes any intentional conscious activity which improves the understanding 
of human beings about the world. Theory and practice have a dialectical relationship, 
and each is necessary to develop the other. Through practice, we discover and imagine 
new theories. Through theory, we imagine better ways of performing practice.
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Annotation 2 (continued)

In this sense, theory and practice (the application of theory in the real world) mu-
tually develop one other in a constant and dynamic feedback loop. This relationship 
between theory and practice is the subject of much of Part 1 of this curriculum, and is 
discussed in particular on page 216. As Lenin wrote in Materialism and Empirio-Criti-
cism: “The standpoint of life, of practice, should be first and fundamental in the theory 
of knowledge.”

The laws of Historical Materialism are objective to humanity and subjective to the 
universal laws of Dialectical Materialism and Materialist Dialectics.1 This constitutes 
a dialectical relationship between Historical Materialism and Dialectical Materialism: 
Historical Materialism developed from Dialectical Materialism just as the formulation 
of Historical Materialism has developed the Dialectical Materialist worldview.

A worldview is the whole of a human individual's or human group's opinions and 
conceptions about the world, about humanity itself, about life, and about the position 
of human beings in the world [see Part 1, p. 1]. As mentioned in the previous Anno-
tation, the viewpoint of Dialectical Materialism is that of the working class. That is to 
say, Dialectical Materialism begins its analysis from the viewpoint of workers in the 
present circumstances of capitalism and is essentially concerned with the liberation of 
workers from capitalism and class society.

Class society is a formation of society which developed thousands of years ago. 
Class society separates human beings into groups based on their relations to the 
means of production. It is an inherently exploitative form of society in which one 
or more ruling classes dominate and exploit lower oppressed classes who are forced 
to work for the benefit of the ruling class. Understanding class society is vitally im-
portant if we are to understand the objective conditions of the working class and the 
subjective role of the working class in fulfilling its historical mission of ending class 
society. This understanding must include the origins of class society, the development 
of class society, the current form of class society (capitalism), and methods for bring-
ing about an end to class society through social revolution.

Applying Dialectical Materialism and Materialist Dialectics to further our under-
standing of human society through Historical Materialism has led to many devel-
opments in the worldview and methodology of Marxism-Leninism, and in turn, the 
development of Dialectical Materialism and Materialist Dialectics leads to the further 
development of Historical Materialism. This is a relationship of dialectical unity and 
mutual development. Indeed, Friedrich Engels explained that it was through the study 
and observation of history that the objective laws of Dialectical Materialism were dis-
covered by Marx and himself. Engels wrote in Dialectics of Nature that:

It is, therefore, from the history of nature and human society that the laws of 
dialectics are abstracted. For they are nothing but the most general laws of these 
two aspects of historical development, as well as of thought itself.

Lenin summarized the importance of the contributions of Marx and Engels in devel-
oping Historical Materialism in the analysis of class society in The Class Struggle:

1	 This is further explained in Appendix E on p. 244.
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Annotation 2 (continued)

It is common knowledge that, in any given society, the striving of some of its 
members conflict with the strivings of others, that social life is full of contradic-
tions, and that history reveals a struggle between nations and societies, as well as 
within nations and societies, and, besides, an alternation of periods of revolution 
and reaction, peace and war, stagnation and rapid progress or decline. Marxism 
has provided the guidance, i.e., the theory of the class struggle, for the discov-
ery of the laws governing this seeming maze and chaos. It is only a study of the 
sum of the strivings of all the members of a given society or group of societies 
that can lead to a scientific definition of the result of those strivings. Now the 
conflicting strivings stem from the difference in the position and mode of life of 
the classes into which each society is divided.

“The history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles,” 
Marx  wrote in The Communist Manifesto. . . “Freeman and slave, patrician 
and plebeian, lord and serf, guild-master and journeyman, in a word, oppressor 
and oppressed, stood in constant opposition to one another, carried on an un-
interrupted, now hidden, now open fight, a fight that each time ended, either 
in a revolutionary reconstruction of society at large, or in the common ruin of 
the contending classes... The modern bourgeois society that has sprouted from 
the ruins of feudal society has not done away with class antagonisms. It has but 
established new classes, new conditions of oppression, new forms of struggle in 
place of the old ones. Our epoch, the epoch of the bourgeoisie, possesses, how-
ever, this distinctive feature: it has simplified the class antagonisms. Society as a 
whole is more and more splitting up into two great hostile camps, into two great 
classes directly facing each other: Bourgeoisie and Proletariat.”

. . .The following passage from Marx’s The Communist Manifesto will show us 
what Marx demanded of social science as regards an objective analysis of the po-
sition of each class in modern society, with reference to an analysis of each class’s 
conditions of development:

“Of all the classes that stand face to face with the bourgeoisie today, the pro-
letariat alone is a really revolutionary class. The other classes decay and finally 
disappear in the face of Modern Industry; the proletariat is its special and es-
sential product. The lower middle class, the small manufacturer, the shopkeeper, 
the artisan, the peasant, all these fight against the bourgeoisie, to save from 
extinction their existence as fractions of the middle class. They are therefore not 
revolutionary, but conservative. Nay more, they are reactionary, for they try to 
roll back the wheel of history. If by chance they are revolutionary, they are so 
only in view of their impending transfer into the proletariat; they thus defend 
not their present, but their future interests; they desert their own standpoint to 
place themselves at that of the proletariat.”

In a number of historical works, Marx gave brilliant and profound examples of 
materialist historiography, of an analysis of the position of each individual class, 
and sometimes of various groups or strata within a class, showing plainly why 
and how “every class struggle is a political struggle.”
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Annotation 2 (continued)

The above-quoted passage is an illustration of what a complex network of 
social relations and transitional stages from one class to another, from the past to 
the future, was analyzed by Marx so as to determine the outcomes of historical 
development.

The complexity of human society demands that we seek a comprehensive and his-
torical perspective in analysis of human society (see Part 1, p. 116-118).

Historical Materialism is one of the greatest discoveries of Marxism because “the dis-
covery of the materialist conception of history, or more correctly, the consistent contin-
uation and extension of materialism into the domain of social phenomena, removed the 
two chief shortcomings in earlier historical theories.”2

Annotation 3

The two chief shortcomings of earlier historical theories (which predated Historical 
Materialism) are described by Lenin in his work Karl Marx:

1.	 Earlier theories of history “examined only the ideological motives. . . of human 
beings, without investigating the origins of those motives, or ascertaining the 
objective laws governing the development of the system of social relations, 
or seeing the roots of these relations in the degree of development reached by 
material production.” In other words, earlier conceptions of human history 
over-emphasized the ideological positions of humans and ignored the material 
basis of these positions in the objective world. This constituted an idealist con-
ception of history.

2.	 The earlier theories “did not embrace the activities of the masses of the popula-
tion.” Rather, they focused on the activities and lives of the ruling classes, which 
composed only a small minority of the human population of historical societies. 
This offered only a small glimpse of the whole of human history, and a biased 
glimpse at that, as it over-emphasized the activities of the ruling minority while 
largely ignoring the activities and objective conditions and ideological develop-
ment of the working masses.

Historical Materialism was a major breakthrough because it offered a materialist 
conception of history which concretely explored the objective material conditions and 
motivations of ideological development of human society, and Historical Materialism 
also, in the words of Lenin, “made it possible for the first time to study with scien-
tific accuracy the social conditions of the life of the masses, and the changes in those 
conditions.” This fundamentally transformed the study of human history by putting it 
on a scientific, materialist basis which examined the entire scope of all classes within 
human society.

At the same time, “Marxism indicated the way to an all-embracing and comprehensive 
study of the process of the rise, development, and decline of social-economic systems”3  
from a materialist point of view.

2	 Karl Marx, V. I. Lenin, 1914.
3	 Ibid.
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Annotation 4

The above quotation is taken from the following passage from Karl Marx, by Lenin:
At best, pre-Marxist ‘sociology’ and historiography brought forth an accumu-

lation of raw facts, collected at random, and a description of individual aspects 
of the historical process. By examining the totality of opposing tendencies, by 
reducing them to precisely definable conditions of life and production of the var-
ious classes of individual aspects of the historical process (and) by examining the 
choice of a particular ‘dominant’ idea or in its interpretation, and by revealing 
that, without exception, all ideas and all the various tendencies stem from the 
condition of the material forces of production, Marxism indicated the way to an 
all-embracing and comprehensive study of the process of the rise, development, 
and decline of social-economic systems.

Lenin’s critique of pre-Marxist history is that it was not scientific in the Dialecti-
cal Materialist sense of the word. In Dialectical Materialism, scientific is an adjective 
which describes methodologies, approaches, and practices of gaining knowledge and 
insight which are methodological and/or systematic (see Part 1, p. 38). Lenin points 
out that before Marx, historians focused on gathering and assembling facts and fo-
cused too heavily on the “dominant” ideological concepts of the ruling classes while 
ignoring the material processes which led to these ideas (and ignored the ideas of the 
working classes entirely).

Lenin points out that the Marxist conception of Historical Materialism rightly attri-
butes the origin of all social ideas to material forces of production. This relationship 
between material forces of production and social ideology will be explained in more 
detail throughout the rest of this book, but the main point is that all ideas are deter-
mined by objective/material processes (though those ideas can impact the material 
world through the conscious activities of human beings). This concept is foundational 
to the Dialectical Materialist understanding of reality, and is explained in more detail 
in Part 1, p. 88.

Lenin continues:
People make their own history, but what determines the motives of people, of 

the mass of people—i.e., what is the sum total of all these clashes in the mass 
of human societies? What are the objective conditions of production of material 
life that form the basis of all man’s historical activity? What is the law of devel-
opment of these conditions? To all these Marx drew attention and indicated the 
way to a scientific study of history as a single process which, with all its im-
mense variety and contradictoriness, is governed by definite laws.

Here, Lenin explains that history is governed by definite laws which are rooted in 
material processes which can be understood and explained through the study of His-
torical Materialism. This fact is of particular importance to communists who wish to 
bring about revolution, because understanding these concrete objective laws of history 
enable us to more successfully intervene in the processes of history through our sub-
jective activities, and to bring about revolution more quickly and more effectively.

Finally, Lenin points out that Historical Materialism is of vital importance to hu-
manity because it allows us to make sense of the seemingly chaotic and random events 
of the past by properly identify class struggle as an objective determiner of history:
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Annotation 4 (continued)

Marxism has provided the guidance —i.e., the theory of the class struggle—
for the discovery of the laws governing this seeming maze and chaos. It is only a 
study of the sum of the strivings of all the members of a given society or group 
of societies that can lead to a scientific definition of the result of those strivings. 
Now the conflicting strivings stem from the difference in the position and mode 
of life of the classes into which each society is divided.
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CHAPTER 1
THE ROLE OF MATERIAL PRODUCTION AND THE LAW THAT RELATIONS OF 

PRODUCTION MUST SUIT THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE PRODUCTIVE FORCES

I. MATERIAL PRODUCTION AND ITS ROLES
1. Material production and the mode of production
Production is a special type of human activity within human society, which can take 

three forms: material production, mental production, and human reproduction4.

Annotation 5

Production is a process in which humans interact with one another, with nature, 
with tools, and with other factors in order to develop that which is needed to survive. 
There are three broad categories of production in human society:

Material Production
Material Production is a practical activity with the aim of transforming objects of 

the natural world in order to suit the needs of existing humans and the development 
of human society. Material production takes place through human conscious activity 
which we call labor in conjunction with other factors such as nature, tools, production 
processes, and so on.

Mental Production
Mental Production is the production of ideological systems such as philosophy, reli-

gion, art, and so on. Historical Materialism considers mental production to be second-
ary to material production: material production determines mental production while 
mental production can impact back on material production. Historical Materialism 
holds that mental production is always dominated by the ruling class within any class 
society. As Marx and Engels wrote in The German Ideology:

The class which has the means of material production at its disposal, has 
control at the same time over the means of mental production, so that thereby, 
generally speaking, the ideas of those who lack the means of mental production 
are subject to it. The ruling ideas are nothing more than the ideal expression of 
the dominant material relationships, the dominant material relationships grasped 
as ideas; hence of the relationships which make the one class the ruling one, 
therefore, the ideas of its dominance.

The primacy of material production over mental production is an extension of the 
Dialectical Materialist concept that matter determines consciousness, which is dis-
cussed in detail in Part 1, p. 88. This is the basis of the Law of the Economic Base De-
termining the Superstructure, which will be discussed on p. 90. Humans who engage 
in mental production are called intellectuals. Intellectuals and mental production are 
discussed more in Annotation 102, p. 185).

Human Reproduction
According to the Vietnamese textbook The Philosophy of Marxism-Leninism:

4	 Not to be confused with "human production," which is material production carried out by humans.

Historical Materialism
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Annotation 5 (continued)

Human reproduction is, at the individual and family scale, the act of giving 
birth and raising children to maintain mankind; At the social scale, it is popula-
tion growth and human development as socio-bio entities.

Just as material and mental production develop over time, human reproduction also 
develops over time. For instance, as human society has developed, infant mortality 
rates have decreased and various other factors have allowed the human population to 
grow more rapidly over time.

Notes on the Dialectical Unity of Humanity and Nature
In Dialectical Materialism, nature has a specific meaning, referring to the external 

world which humans inhabit. Nature includes all of the material things and phenom-
ena which surround us and which we interact with and utilize in our daily existence. 
Humans exist in dialectical unity with nature: humans are derived from nature and 
have a dialectical relationship with nature, meaning that as we change and develop 
nature, nature simultaneously changes and develops us. Marx explained in his Eco-
nomic and Philosophical Manuscripts that:

Man is directly a natural being. . . Nature is man’s inorganic body – nature, that 
is, insofar as it is not itself human body. Man lives on nature – means that nature 
is his body, with which he must remain in continuous interchange if he is not to 
die. That man’s physical and spiritual life is linked to nature means simply that 
nature is linked to itself, for man is a part of nature.

NATURE

HUMANITY ALL OTHER
NATURE

RELATIONSHIP A

INTERNAL
From Perspective

of Nature

EXTERNAL
From Perspective

of Humanity

The relationship between humanity and all other nature (Relationship A) is external from the 
perspective of humanity, but an internal relationship within the full system of nature.

In Dialectical Materialist philosophy, we define things by internal and external 
relationships. Humanity, as a “particular natural being,” is defined in large part by the 
relationship between humanity and the natural world within which humanity exists. 
Simultaneously, nature is defined in part by the internal relationship between humani-
ty and all other elements of nature.
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Annotation 5 (continued)

Engels refuted the idea that humanity is metaphysically separate from nature and 
dismissed the notion that humanity could therefore “conquer nature” as false con-
sciousness,5 as he wrote in The Part Played by Labor in the Transition from Ape to Man:

Let us not, however, flatter ourselves overmuch on account of our human con-
quest over nature. For each such conquest takes its revenge on us. Each of them, 
it is true, has in the first place the consequences on which we counted, but in the 
second and third places it has quite different, unforeseen effects which only too 
often cancel out the first. The people who, in Mesopotamia, Greece, Asia Minor, 
and elsewhere, destroyed the forests to obtain cultivable land, never dreamed 
that they were laying the basis for the present devastated condition of these 
countries, by removing along with the forests the collecting centers and reser-
voirs of moisture. When, on the southern slopes of the mountains, the Italians of 
the Alps used up the pine forests so carefully cherished on the northern slopes, 
they had no inkling that by doing so they were cutting at the roots of the dairy 
industry in their region; they had still less inkling that they were thereby de-
priving their mountain springs of water for the greater part of the year, with the 
effect that these would be able to pour still more furious flood torrents on the 
plains during the rainy seasons. . . Thus at every step we are reminded that we 
by no means rule over nature like a conqueror over a foreign people, like some-
one standing outside nature – but that we, with flesh, blood, and brain, belong 
to nature, and exist in its midst, and that all our mastery of it consists in the 
fact that we have the advantage over all other beings of being able to know and 
correctly apply its laws.

These three forms of production are closely linked with one another through interac-
tion. Material production serves as the basis for the existence and development of soci-
ety.

Annotation 6

Material Production, Mental Production, and Human Reproduction are all dialec-
tically related to one another. As discussed in the previous annotation, material pro-
duction determines mental production, and the dominant class within a class society 
therefore dominates mental production.

Human Reproduction must take place in order for all other human production activ-
ities to take place, because new humans must be produced to take the place of humans 
who die or otherwise are unable to contribute to material production processes. How-
ever, at the social/macro scale, material production must develop in order to sustain 
growing human populations who will consume more resources. This constitutes a 
dialectical relationship since human reproduction and material production mutually 
develop one another and neither process can take place without the other.

Material Production is considered the basis for the existence and development of so-
ciety because it is through material production that human society first developed and 
it is through material production that society can sustain itself. Individual humans can 

5	 “False Consciousness” has a particular meaning in Dialectical Materialist philosophy. It refers to con-
sciousness that does not align with reality. This is further explained on p. 94.
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Annotation 6 (continued)

be produced through human reproduction, but a society of human beings can only be 
sustained through material production processes which provide the needs for humans 
to live. Indeed, society is defined as a collection of human beings which exists to carry 
out material production processes so as to provide the material needs for their own 
continued existence.

According to Engels, “the essential difference between human and animal society con-
sists in the fact that animals at most collect while men produce.”6

Annotation 7

Marx discussed this difference between human beings and animals in “Estranged 
Labor,” writing:

It is true that animals also produce. They build nests and dwelling, like the 
bee, the beaver, the ant, etc. But they produce only their own immediate needs or 
those of their young; they produce only when immediate physical need compels 
them to do so, while man produces even when he is free from physical need and 
truly produces only in freedom from such need; they produce only themselves, 
while man reproduces the whole of nature; their products belong immediately 
to their physical bodies, while man freely confronts his own product. Animals 
produce only according to the standards and needs of the species to which they 
belong, while man is capable of producing according to the standards of every 
species and of applying to each object its inherent standard; hence, man also pro-
duces in accordance with the laws of beauty.

In his letter to Pyotr Lavrov, Engels explained that “this sole but cardinal difference 
alone [that animals collect while humans produce] makes it impossible simply to trans-
fer laws of animal societies to human societies.”

To understand why this is important in the context of developing a scientific under-
standing of human history, one must first understand the concept of Social Darwinism 
which was being pushed forward by bourgeois sociologists at that time.

Social Darwinism is the pseudoscientific belief that animals share a common set 
of social laws, and that human society follows these same laws. According to Social 
Darwinism, the most fundamental social law of both animal and human society is 
competition. Engels accepted the theory of evolution formulated by Charles Darwin 
(1809-1882), but he believed that it was a major error to contend that human society 
was rooted in the concept of “survival of the fittest” and that competition was the most 
essential characteristic of human society. This concept of competition as the defining 
characteristic of humanity was often compounded with similar ideas from bourgeois 
philosophers such as Thomas Hobbes and Thomas Robert Malthus.

Hobbes (1588–1679) was an English philosopher who was heavily influenced by 
his experiences in the English Civil War. Having witnessed a great deal of suffering 
and strife during this period, Hobbes conceptualized human society as a “war of all 
against all,” and believed that human beings were inherently violent and prone to 
constant conflict with one another.

6	  Letter from Friedrich Engels to Pyotr Lavrov in London, 1875 (original emphasis).
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Annotation 7 (continued)

                   
Thomas Malthus                                       Charles Darwin

Malthus (1766-1834) was another English philosopher who believed that human 
societies overused resources for population growth and that this invariably led to ca-
tastrophe. Malthus had the pessimistic view that over time all societies tend to collapse 
into disarray as overpopulation led to overconsumption of resources and that this 
made human society essentially unstable and prone to crisis, war, famine, and so on. 
Engels pointed out that Social Darwinists muddled the pseudoscience of Hobbes and 
Malthus into the ideas of Charles Darwin in an unscientific manner. This adulterated 
conception of Darwinism was then overlaid onto human society, which Engels de-
scribed a rhetorical “trick” with no foundation in objective reality.  As Engels explains:

The whole [social] Darwinists teaching of the struggle for existence is simply a 
transference from society to living nature of Hobbes’s doctrine of bellum om-
nium contra omnes [“the war of all against all”] and of the bourgeois-economic 
doctrine of competition together with Malthus’s theory of population. When this 
conjurer’s trick has been performed. . . the same theories are transferred back 
again from organic nature into history and it is now claimed that their validity 
as eternal laws of human society has been proved. The puerility [childish silli-
ness] of this procedure is so obvious that not a word need be said about it. But if 
I wanted to go into the matter more thoroughly I should do so by depicting them 
in the first place as bad economists and only in the second place as bad natural-
ists and philosophers.

Engels objected to both the merging of Darwin’s theories with bourgeois pseudosci-
entific theories of human nature as well as the notion that human society must strictly 
follow the laws of the animal kingdom when there are essential differences between 
animal society and human society, particularly in the realm of material production 
activities. Such false consciousness about human nature remains a throughline of reac-
tionary ideological defenses of capitalism to this day, and thus it is vital for workers to 
learn the true nature of humanity as a prerequisite for gaining class consciousness.

Thus, material production is one of the essential activities of humans. As a type of 
practical activity with the aim of transforming objects of the natural world according to 
the needs of existing humans and the development of society, material production is an 
objective, social, historical, and creative activity. Every material production process is 
carried out with certain purposes and in certain manners.
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Annotation 8

The purpose of material production processes ultimately derive from the material 
needs of the life processes of human beings such as: food, water, shelter, sexual repro-
duction, etc. The manner can vary considerably depending upon objective factors such 
as the material base of society as well as subjective factors (see: Appendix E, p. 244).

Examples of Purpose and Manner of Material Production:
Factory farming and foraging are two different material production processes. 

Factory farming involves large-scale, industrial, mechanized development of animals 
and vegetables for human consumption. Foraging, on the other hand, involves small 
groups of human beings searching through natural environments for food. The mate-
rial production process of factory farming is very different in manner from foraging for 
wild fruits and vegetables, though both production processes serve the same purpose 
of providing food for human beings. Factory farming is similar in manner to factory 
textile production. Both material production processes involve the use of large-scare 
industry and mechanization, however they serve different purposes (food production 
and clothing production, respectively).

Characteristics of Material Production
Material production is:

•	 Objective, because it consists of activities which take place externally from the 
perspective of any individual human subject and humanity as a whole. Many 
human beings must work together and utilize various tools, as well as resources 
from nature, to engage in material production.

•	 Social, because it requires multiple human beings working together as a society 
to take place.

•	 Historical, because it develops over time through many stages of development.

•	 Creative, because human beings use conscious labor activities to engage in 
and develop material production processes over time, leading to ever more 
advanced processes, tools, and techniques, and ever more efficient output of 
material needs.

The manner of production can be referred to as the mode of production. In Historical 
Materialism, the term mode of production refers specifically to the manner in which hu-
mans carry out the production processes of society within certain historical periods.

Annotation 9

A mode is a way or manner in which something exists. Historical Materialism uses 
the term “mode of production” to refer to the overall, predominant manner of pro-
duction being utilized by a human group in a particular time-period. For example, 
the capitalist mode of production is typified by private ownership of the means of pro-
duction by capitalists. Other modes of production may exist under capitalism, such as 
small-scale craft production or worker-owned cooperatives, but the overwhelmingly 
predominant mode of production under capitalism involves private ownership of the 
means of production.
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Every society develops through specific historical periods, and each period is defined 
[in Historical Materialism] by its mode of production. The mode of production of each 
historical period has specific characteristics. For example: the mode of production of a 
foraging society has the characteristic of less technological mechanization and industrial-
ization, while the mode of production of capitalist society has the characteristic of more 
technological mechanization and industrialization.

Annotation 10

Historical Materialism is, in essence, a methodology for examining a society’s devel-
opment (i.e., changes over time), particularly as it pertains to the mode of production. 
To expand on the examples in the text above, foraging societies tend to not use much 
mechanization and industrialization in material production processes, whereas capi-
talist societies predominantly utilize mechanization and industrialization. Foraging so-
cieties also tend to have a lower population density as compared to capitalist societies, 
and foraging societies tend to have collective ownership of the means of production 
(i.e., the tools and resources needed for material production processes).

We would like to make it clear that terms used throughout this book such as “high-
er/lower level” or “more/less developed” should not be construed with moral or cul-
tural judgment within the framework of Materialist Dialectics; “higher”/“more devel-
oped” should not be interpreted as “superior,” nor should “lower”/”less developed” 
be interpreted as derogatory. This language simply reflects an increase in productive 
output and labor productivity as the productive forces develop over time. This moral-
ly neutral viewpoint of development is described in more detail in Part 1, p. 119.

Each mode of production has two basic aspects: technical and economic. These two 
aspects are closely linked together:

The technical aspect of a mode of production indicates the technology used in produc-
tion processes to transform objects to suit the needs of humanity.

The economic aspect of the mode of production indicates the economic organization of 
production processes.

Annotation 11

Technical aspects of a mode of production include all sorts of technologies, includ-
ing machines, communications equipment, chemistry, and so on. Economic aspects 
include economic organization factors. According to an article put out by Vietnam’s 
Ministry of Trade and Industry7, there is no single definition of “economy” which can 
be universally agreed on, but the most accurate and general definition as it pertains to 
Historical Materialism is:

The sum total of the dialectical relationships within a human society which are 
directly related to production, trading, distribution, and consumption of com-
modities and services in order to meet the demands of that society, given a lim-
itation of available resources. In other words, economics is the attempt by human 
beings (both as individuals and as a society), faced with a limitation of resources, 
to answer these three fundamental questions:

7	  “Analysis of the Tourism Sector – Today’s General Service Economic Sector,” by Mai Anh Vu, MA, and 
Le Thi Thanh Loan, MA, Online Trade and Industry Magazine.
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Annotation 11 (continued)

•	 What to produce?

•	 How to produce?

•	 Produce for whom?

With this definition of “economy” in mind, we can conclude that “economic organi-
zation of production processes” refers to the relationships between humans (both as 
individual human beings and collectively as human society) and our material produc-
tion processes.

So, while the technical aspect deals with technological advancement and development 
of production, the economic aspect deals more with social aspects, including relation-
ships between human beings as they pertain to production processes as well as related 
economic aspects such as: ownership of the means of production, distribution of prod-
ucts, social organization of production processes, and so on.

MODE OF PRODUCTION

TECHNICAL ASPECT
 

Technological Aspects
and Development of
Mode of Production

ECONOMIC ASPECT
 

Social Aspects
and Relations of

Mode of Production

Each is Defined by
This Dialectical Relationship

The mode of production is defined by the relationship between its technical and economic 
aspects. This relationship is also what defines both aspects of the mode of production.

Examples of technical aspects of production include: tools, machines, chemical com-
pounds, computer software, means of transportation, etc.

Examples of economic aspects of production include: business organizations, team 
production procedures, government regulation of production, labor unions, etc..

In feudal societies, the technical aspect of production is defined by manual, small-scale 
tools and technologies, while the economic aspect is defined by local, self-contained 
markets. In contrast, in capitalist societies, the technical aspect of production is defined 
by large-scale industry while the economic aspect is defined by ever-expanding and 
overlapping markets.
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2. The role of material production and the role of mode of production in the origin 
and development of human society

According to the materialist conception of history, material production is:
1.	 A decisive factor in the survival and development of humanity and 

society.
2.	 A fundamental activity that causes and develops human social 

relationships.
3.	 The basis of the formation, transformation, and development of human 

society.
Annotation 12

Materialism is the perspective that matter is the primary existence which precedes and 
determines consciousness. Here, materialism refers to Dialectical Materialism, which is 
currently the highest known form of materialist philosophy. Dialectical Materialism 
holds that matter determines consciousness, while consciousness can impact back on 
matter. This is explained in more detail in Part 1, p. 88.

The Dialectical Materialist conception of history referenced above is Historical Mate-
rialism. According to Historical Materialism, material production is:

1.	 A Decisive Factor in the Survival and Development of Humanity and Society
The primary existence of human beings is material existence. All human thought pro-

cesses ranging from the ideas and brain activities of individuals to the cultural man-
ifestations and practices of human society rely on and stem from material processes 
of survival. As such, material production processes—rendered through human labor 
[see Annotation 14, p. 25]—determine all other aspects of human life. One significant 
proof of this concept is that human beings simply could not survive without material 
production processes; and as such, all other human activities depend on material pro-
duction processes to begin with. This is related to the fact that labor has a dialectical 
relationship with human consciousness and that human consciousness arose from and 
in conjunction with human labor [see Part 1, p. 74].

2.	 A Fundamental Activity That Causes and Develops Human Social Relationships
Human production activities lead to powerful and varied human relationships. As 

social animals, humans are not able to survive on their own as individuals for extend-
ed periods of time. Instead, humans must work together to provide the necessities of 
human life. This leads to strong bonds in every stage of human development, as hu-
man beings must work with and rely on other human beings to survive and develop 
human society over time.

3.	 The Basis of the Formation, Transformation, and Development of Human Society
Development in material production processes lead directly to changes in human 

society, especially as it pertains to relations of production [see p. 42] which serve as the 
material basis of human society in every time period. This is one of the fundamental 
laws of Historical Materialism and the most essential driving force of human history. 
This law—the Law of Suitability Between the Relations of Production and the Devel-
opment of Productive Forces—is discussed specifically on p. 51.
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In developing this materialist conception of history, Marx broke away from previous 
idealist conceptions of history.

Annotation 13

Idealism is the erroneous perspective that human consciousness precedes and deter-
mines the material world. Before the development of Historical Materialism by Marx 
and Engels, previous conceptions of history suffered from notions of idealism. Marx 
explained the materialist conception of human history in the preface to his Contribu-
tion to the Critique of Political Economy:

In the social production of their life, men enter into definite relations that are 
indispensable and independent of their will, relations of production which corre-
spond to a definite stage of development of their material productive forces.

“Social production of life,” here, simply refers to social activities which yield all 
that is necessary to sustain human life (food, shelter, etc.). These social activities lead 
to social relationships. At any given stage of development, these social activities and 
relationships constitute an overall mode of production which defines that stage of devel-
opment for that society.

MODE OF PRODUCTION
OF HUMAN SOCIETY

STAGE OF DEVELOPMENT
OF HUMAN SOCIETY

FEUDAL
MODE OF PRODUCTION 

FEUDAL ERA

CAPITALIST
MODE OF PRODUCTION 

CAPITALIST ERA

Mode of Production
Defines Society

Mode of Production
Defines Society

Development of Mode of Production
Drives Development of Society

Every era of human society is defined by its mode of production. Development of the mode of 
production drives the development of human society from one stage of development to the next.

As an example, during the feudal era, human beings had certain relationships with 
one another which revolved around the production of the necessities of life. First and 
foremost, peasants were responsible for growing food through agricultural produc-
tion. However, peasants during this time did not own the means of production (i.e., 
the land on which food was grown). Rather, the land was owned by feudal lords. This 
relationship between peasants and feudal lords (as well as relations with and between 
other classes, such as the clergy, crafts guilds, etc.) defined the era of feudalism.

Marx continues:
The sum total of these relations of production constitutes the economic struc-

ture of society, the real foundation, on which rises a legal and political super-
structure 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 deter-
mines their being, but, on the contrary, their social being that determines their 
consciousness.
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Annotation 13 (continued)

Here, Marx defines the material basis for human history. The mode of production 
and relations of production constitute an objective material basis for human society. 
“Social being” refers to the material aspects of human society (chiefly defined by the 
current mode of production), and Marx indicates that this social being is what deter-
mines social consciousness of human beings. This relationship between social being 
and consciousness is discussed more on p. 106.

This contention that material existence—i.e., social being, consisting of the mode of 
production and relations of production—was an important departure from previous 
ways of viewing human society and human history. Prior to Marx’s conception of 
Historical Materialism, it was believed that human ideas shaped history and pushed 
human society forward through stages of development. By defining a materialist 
basis for history and exploring history through the lens of Dialectical Materialism and 
Materialist Dialectics, Marx was able to create a scientific methodology for studying 
history which revolutionized our ability to understand and intervene in the processes 
of development of human society.

Marx continues:
At a certain stage of their development, the material productive forces of so-

ciety 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 produc-
tive 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 trans-
formations a distinction should always be made between the material transfor-
mation 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, ideological forms in which men become conscious of this 
conflict and fight it out.

This is Marx’s formulation of class struggle, which is a fundamental concept in His-
torical Materialism and the primary way in which communists can engage with histor-
ical processes of change in human society. Class struggle is discussed more on p. 200.

Finally, Marx explains why idealist notions of history are invalid. Marx considered 
the ideological output of a society to be a poor basis for discovering historical truth 
because: 

Just as our opinion of an individual is not based on what he thinks of himself, 
so we cannot judge of such a period of transformation by its own consciousness; 
on the contrary, this consciousness must be explained rather from the contra-
dictions of material life, from the existing conflict between the social productive 
forces and the relations of production.

In The Communist Manifesto, Marx and Engels address the ruling class directly, 
rebuking the bourgeoisie for aiming to deceive workers into believing that capitalism 
is a "natural" state of affairs. In reality, the ideas and laws of capitalist class society 
emerge from the objective conditions of the economic base of society, and whenever 
the base changes, the ruling ideas will also change:



21The Role of Material Production

Annotation 13 (continued)

 Your very ideas are but the outgrowth of the conditions of your bourgeois 
production and bourgeois property, just as your jurisprudence is but the will of 
your class made into a law for all, a will whose essential character and direction 
are determined by the economical conditions of existence of your class.

The selfish misconception that induces you to transform into eternal laws of 
nature and of reason, the social forms springing from your present mode of pro-
duction and form of property – historical relations that rise and disappear in the 
progress of production – this misconception you share with every ruling class 
that has preceded you. What you see clearly in the case of ancient property, what 
you admit in the case of feudal property, you are of course forbidden to admit in 
the case of your own bourgeois form of property.

Throughout the history of class society, each ruling class has produced a ruling 
ideology to reinforce its own dominant position in society. In Anti-Dühring, Engels 
explains that morality (like every ideology) is class-based:

Men, consciously or unconsciously, derive their ethical ideas in the last resort 
from the practical relations on which their class position is based — from the 
economic relations in which they carry on production and exchange.

In The German Ideology, Marx and Engels explain exactly how a ruling class deter-
mines the prevailing ideology of their own society; that the ideas of the ruling class 
"are the ruling ideas of the epoch." In other words, the ideological content of a class 
society reflects material class relationships.

The ruling ideas are nothing more than the ideal expression of the dominant 
material relationships, the dominant material relationships grasped as ideas; 
hence of the relationships which make the one class the ruling one, therefore, the 
ideas of its dominance.

Furthermore, Marx and Engels argue that all conscious activity is determined by 
material existence. This is the Dialectical Materialist view of the relationship between 
matter and consciousness.8 We must recognize the fact that matter determines con-
sciousness when we examine history if we are to put the study of human history and 
human society on a scientific basis.

Marx and Engels explain how the Dialectical Materialist viewpoint of matter and 
consciousness pertains to the study of human society in The German Ideology:

The production of ideas, of conceptions, of consciousness, is at first direct-
ly interwoven with the material activity and the material intercourse of men, 
the language of real life. Conceiving, thinking, the mental intercourse of men, 
appear at this stage as the direct efflux [outflow] of their material behavior. The 
same applies to mental production as expressed in the language of politics, laws, 
morality, religion, metaphysics, etc., of a people. Men are the producers of their 
conceptions, ideas, etc. – real, active men, as they are conditioned by a definite 
development of their productive forces and of the intercourse corresponding to 
these, up to its furthest forms. Consciousness can never be anything else than 
conscious existence, and the existence of men is their actual life-process.

8	  Part 1, p. 88.
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Annotation 13 (continued)

Since all ideology and intellectual products of a given society stem from material 
life-processes, it makes sense to take those material life-processes as the primary sub-
jects of study when examining human history.

Marx and Engels explain that Historical Materialism “ascends from earth to heav-
en.” By this, they mean that Historical Materialism begins with studying material 
processes and relations in order to understand human ideology, and not the other way 
around, as previous historians had done:

That is to say, we do not set out from what men say, imagine, conceive, nor 
from men as narrated, thought of, imagined, conceived, in order to arrive at 
men in the flesh. We set out from real, active men, and on the basis of their real 
life-process we demonstrate the development of the ideological reflexes and 
echoes of this life-process.

While previous historians primarily examined the words and philosophies and reli-
gions and other ideological products of human society, Marx and Engels saw these as 
mere “phantoms” which only reflect the material basis of human society:

The phantoms formed in the human brain are also, necessarily, sublimates of 
their material life-process, which is empirically verifiable and bound to mate-
rial premises. Morality, religion, metaphysics, all the rest of ideology and their 
corresponding forms of consciousness, thus no longer retain the semblance of 
independence.

Marx and Engels argued that ideas themselves “have no history, no development; 
but men, developing their material production and their material intercourse, alter, 
along with this their real existence, their thinking and the products of their thinking.” 
That is to say, material processes and relations give rise to ideas, and not the other way 
around. In short: “Life is not determined by consciousness, but consciousness by life.”

Marx and Engels then directly contrast idealist methods of studying human history 
against Historical Materialism:

In the first method of approach the starting-point is consciousness taken as 
the living individual; in the second method, which conforms to real life, it is the 
real living individuals themselves, and consciousness is considered solely as their 
consciousness.

This was a remarkable breakthrough in the study of history, as it allows us to view 
the development of human society throughout history on a scientific basis which is 
rooted in material reality. As Marx and Engels explain:

This method of approach is not devoid of premises. It starts out from the real 
premises and does not abandon them for a moment. Its premises are men, not 
in any fantastic isolation and rigidity, but in their actual, empirically percep-
tible process of development under definite conditions. As soon as this active 
life-process is described, history ceases to be a collection of dead facts as it is with 
the empiricists (themselves still abstract), or an imagined activity of imagined 
subjects, as with the idealists.

It is important to note how Marx and Engels distinguish Historical Materialism from 
other conceptions of history. First, they distinguish Historical Materialism from “em-
piricist” conceptions of history.
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Annotation 13 (continued)

Empiricism holds that we can only obtain knowledge through human sense percep-
tion. Marx and Engels rejected empiricism because it ignored objective relations and 
knowledge that went beyond sense data. This is discussed in more detail in Annota-
tion 10, p. 10 of Part 1. Empiricist conceptions of history merely catalog “dead facts” 
such as names, dates, and other such trivia while ignoring both objective laws and 
factors (such as relationships between humans and the means of production) as well 
as subjective factors (such as the history-making role of the masses9).

After differentiating Historical Materialism from Empiricist conceptions of histo-
ry, Marx and Engels describe idealist conceptions of history as “imagined activity of 
imagined subjects.” This is because idealists give a central role to consciousness—i.e., 
ideology and intellectual products of human society—in examining human history. 
Since we know that the prevailing ideology of any given class society is the ideology of 
the ruling class, idealists put themselves in the position of primarily studying fanciful 
and dishonest musings of the ruling class and otherwise ignoring the material founda-
tion of human society.

Historical Materialism rises above the problems of empiricist and idealist concep-
tions of history by grounding historical study in the material processes of real life, 
elevating the study of history to a scientific pursuit:

Where speculation ends—in real life—there real, positive science begins: the 
representation of the practical activity, of the practical process of development of 
men. Empty talk about consciousness ceases, and real knowledge has to take its 
place. When reality is depicted, philosophy as an independent branch of knowl-
edge loses its medium of existence. At the best its place can only be taken by 
a summing-up of the most general results, abstractions which arise from the 
observation of the historical development of men.10

It is critical to understand what Marx and Engels mean, here. By grounding the 
study of human history and human society in material life processes and material 
relationships, Historical Materialism displaces the very notion of “philosophy” as a 
subject which can be separated metaphysically from the material processes of history. 
This is because what idealists view as “philosophy” is really just a cataloguing and 
summarization of the various ideologies which have been put forward through the 
centuries – and almost always by ruling classes seeking to justify their own positions 
of power within their society.

Historical Materialism sees “philosophy” as dialectically linked to human history. 
One can never truly understand the ideological conceptions of a society without first 
understanding the material processes and relationships which serve as their founda-
tion. And one must also recognize that any such ideology—whether philosophical, 
religious, moral, or political—stems from material life processes of human beings liv-
ing real lives in the real world. Marx and Engels dismissed the study of any ideologi-
cal construct (such as “philosophy”) in and of itself, divorced from its material basis, 
stating in The German Ideology that: "viewed apart from real history, these abstractions 
have in themselves no value whatsoever."

9	 See Chapter 2, Section 2, beginning on p. 230.
10	  The German Ideology by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels.
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Annotation 13 (continued)

Historical Materialism holds that human history has a material basis, and that con-
sciousness – including philosophy and all other ideology – stems from this material 
basis. Therefore, in order to study history, one must begin by studying the material life 
processes and relationships of human beings – of the life-process of “real, active men,” 
while ideological content must be viewed as “echoes of this life-process.”

Lenin explained the importance of the discovery of Historical Materialism by Marx 
and Engels in “What the ‘Friends of the People’ Are and How They Fight the So-
cial-Democrats:”

Hitherto, not knowing how to get down to the simplest primary relations such 
as those of production, the sociologists undertook the direct investigation and 
study of political and legal forms, stumbled on the fact that these forms emerge 
from certain of mankind’s ideas in the period in question—and there they 
stopped; it appeared as if social relations are consciously established by men. 
But this conclusion, fully expressed in the idea of the Contract social (traces of 
which are very noticeable in all systems of utopian socialism), was in complete 
contradiction to all historical observations. It never has been the case, nor is it so 
now, that the members of society conceive the sum-total of the social relations in 
which they live as something definite, integral, pervaded by some principle; on 
the contrary, the mass of people adapt themselves to these relations unconscious-
ly, and have so little conception of them as specific historical social relations that, 
for instance, an explanation of the exchange relations under which people have 
lived for centuries was found only in very recent times. Materialism removed 
this contradiction by carrying the analysis deeper, to the origin of man’s social 
ideas themselves; and its conclusion that the course of ideas depends on the 
course of things is the only one compatible with scientific psychology. Further, 
and from yet another aspect, this hypothesis was the first to elevate sociology to 
the level of a science. Hitherto, sociologists had found it difficult to distinguish 
the important and the unimportant in the complex network of social phenomena 
(that is the root of subjectivism in sociology) and had been unable to discover 
any objective criterion for such a demarcation. Materialism provided an abso-
lutely objective criterion by singling out “production relations” as the structure 
of society, and by making it possible to apply to these relations that general 
scientific criterion of recurrence whose applicability to sociology the subjectiv-
ists denied. So long as they confined themselves to ideological social relations 
(i.e., such as, before taking shape, pass through man’s consciousness) they could 
not observe recurrence and regularity in the social phenomena of the various 
countries, and their science was at best only a description of these phenomena, a 
collection of raw material. The analysis of material social relations (i.e., of those 
that take shape without passing through man’s consciousness: when exchanging 
products men enter into production relations without even realizing that there 
is a social relation of production here)—the analysis of material social relations 
at once made it possible to observe recurrence and regularity and to generalize 
the systems of the various countries in the single fundamental concept: social 
formation. It was this generalization alone that made it possible to proceed from 
the description of social phenomena (and their evaluation from the standpoint of 
an ideal) to their strictly scientific analysis, which isolates, let us say by way of 
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example, that which distinguishes one capitalist country from another and inves-
tigates that which is common to all of them.

Finally, it should be noted that although material/objective relations and processes 
determine consciousness within human society, subjective factors of consciousness can 
also impact material development of society. The impact of such subjective factors is 
explained in more detail on p. 167; subjectivity and objectivity are fully explained in 
Appendix E, p. 244.

From Marx’s concept of “real, active men” came the conclusion that:
The first premise of all human existence and, therefore, of all history - the 

premise, namely, [is] that men must be in a position to live in order to be able 
to "make history." But life involves before everything else eating and drinking, 
habitation, clothing and many other things. The first historical act is thus the 
production of the means to satisfy these needs, the production of material life 
itself.11

Therefore, we can affirm that the process of becoming “human” and distinguishing 
ourselves from animals started as soon as humans began to produce the means of living.

Annotation 14

“The production of material life” is made possible through labor. Labor is any con-
scious activity performed by humans which changes or develops the world around 
us. Labor is, essentially, a dialectical process in which humans (as individuals and in 
groups) interact with the natural world, and and which results in some meaningful 
change and development in the world. These developments, being dialectical in na-
ture, result in changes in both humans and the external world.

In the dialectical relationship between matter and consciousness, matter deter-
mines consciousness but consciousness can also impact back upon the material world 
through labor activity (see Part 1, p. 88). Labor is, therefore, critically important in the 
development of human society and human history. Labor is how we as subjects are 
able to impact back on the objective processes of history. This makes labor a funda-
mentally important subject in the study of Historical Materialism.

In The Part Played by Labour in the Transition from Ape to Man, Engels states that:
Labour is the source of all wealth, the political economists assert. And it really 

is the source – next to nature, which supplies it with the material that it converts 
into wealth... labor created man himself.

The role which labor played in the development of consciousness is explained in 
more detail in Social Sources of Consciousness on p. 74 of Part 1.

In order to carry out the process of material production (that is, the process of trans-
forming the natural world) humans must necessarily establish certain relationships with 
each other. We call these relationships the relations of production. And from these relations 
of production, other social relations arise, such as politics, morality, laws, and so on. 
These relations of production exist objectively and independently of human will.

11	  The German Ideology, Karl Marx, 1845.
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Annotation 15

Human beings are social animals; we rely on one another to survive within a collec-
tive which we call a society. Within any given society, human beings will have rela-
tionships with one another in order to produce everything needed to sustain human 
life. These relations of production vary in time and place but they are always defined 
by the ways in which human beings work together to sustain life. The relations of 
production are the material basis of all other social relations. As Marx explained in A 
Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy:

The totality of these relations of production constitutes the economic structure 
of society, the real foundation, on which arises a legal and political superstruc-
ture and to which correspond definite forms of social consciousness. 

Since all prevailing ideological and intellectual products of any given class society 
are produced by the ruling class to reinforce and justify their own power [see Anno-
tation 68, p. 119], it can be understood that all other social relations and consciousness 
stem from these material-based relations of production. As Marx says:

It is not the consciousness of men that determines their existence, but their 
social existence that determines their consciousness.

The relations of production within any class society are not entered into voluntarily, 
nor are they consciously designed nor willed into existence by human beings. Rather, 
they result from material processes and class struggle. Thus, relations of production 
exist objectively and independently of the subjective will of any humans. This is dis-
cussed more on p. 49.

According to Friedrich Engels:
The production of the immediate material means of subsistence and con-

sequently the degree of economic development attained by a given people or 
during a given epoch form the foundation upon which the state institutions, the 
legal conceptions, art, and even the ideas on religion [are developed].12

Annotation 16

Here, Engels is describing the base/superstructure of human society, which was 
discussed in Part 1, starting on p. 24. The base/superstructure is also explained in full 
in Chapter 2 of this book, starting on p. 73. To briefly summarize this concept: 

MATERIAL BASE 

SUPERSTRUCTURE

HUMAN SOCIETY

PRODUCTIVE
FORCES

RELATIONS
OF PRODUCTION

A
B

Human society is defined by the relationship between the base and the superstructure (B) which 
is, itself, defined by internal relations between productive forces and relations of production (A).

12	  Friedrich Engels’ speech at the grave of Karl Marx, 1883.
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The economic base (also known as the material base or just base) of society, as defined 
by Marx and Engels, refers to the material basis of society (as opposed to the conscious 
basis of society, i.e., the superstructure).

The material base of society is defined by internal and external relationships:
The internal relationships of the economic base consist of the relations between 

productive forces and the relations of production. Through these internal relations, 
the material base provides all of the material necessities of human life such as food, 
shelter, clothing, etc.

The external relationship which essentially defines the economic base of society is its 
relationship with the superstructure. The superstructure, conversely, is also defined by 
its external relationship with the base as well as internal relationships of its own.

Dr. Nguyen Ngoc Long defines superstructure in the Vietnamese textbook Philoso-
phy of Marxism-Leninism:

Superstructure is the totality of views about politics, rule of law, philosophy, 
ethics, religion, art, etc., along with corresponding social institutions such as the 
state, political parties, churches, social organizations, etc., that are formed on a 
certain economic base.

The internal relations of the superstructure of society include:

•	 Forms of Social Consciousness: Distinct collections of ideas, attitudes, and 
beliefs which are shared by a group of people in society (pertaining to such con-
cepts as politics, rule of law, philosophy, ethics, religion, art, etc.)

•	 Social Institutions: An entity which has been established in order to promote, 
defend, and develop a corresponding form of social consciousness (such as the 
state, political parties, churches, social organizations, etc.)

Within the superstructure, each form of social consciousness has a corresponding 
social institution. This correspondence is a relationship of dialectical unity.

Within a class society, the superstructure consists of both dominant and non-domi-
nant elements. The dominant elements are controlled by and serve the interests of the 
ruling class(es), while the non-dominant elements are controlled by remnant classes 
and oppressed classes. For example, in capitalist society the dominant social con-
sciousness forms and social institutions are controlled by and serve the interests of the 
ruling capitalist class. Non-dominant elements might be controlled by the working 
class, which is currently the oppressed class in the current stage of development of hu-
man society. They may also be controlled by remnants of previous stages of develop-
ment. For example, the system of monarchy and nobility in the modern day society of 
the United Kingdom is controlled by and serves the interest of remnants of the classes 
which dominated previously existing feudal relations of production.

Dr. Nguyen explains that the basic social function of the dominant superstructure is 
“to build, protect, and develop the economic base that gave rise to it, and to oppose 
any threats which might weaken or destroy the ruling economic regime. A class can 
only maintain economic dominance as long as it establishes and consolidates political 
and ideological dominance.”
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Non-dominant elements of superstructure exist to further the agenda of whichever 
class controls them by providing more power in society and more benefits from the 
means of production. For example, in our present society, the monarchy in the United 
Kingdom exists to provide benefits, power, and protection to the remnant feudal class, 
while a communist party might exist to provide benefits, power, and protection to the 
working class.

Nature of the Relationship Between Base and Superstructure
The economic base of society determines the superstructure, while the superstructure 

may impact back on the economic base. This follows the more general relationship be-
tween matter and consciousness in which the material determines consciousness while 
consciousness can impact back on the material through conscious human activity [see 
Part 1, p. 88].

Dr. Nguyen explains in Philosophy of Marxism-Leninism that “in any given social re-
gime, different elements of the superstructure will impact the base in different ways.” 
In other words, not all social consciousness forms and institutions will impact the 
economic base at the same rate nor in the same direction of development.

For example, in the modern USA, there are two political parties which are controlled 
by the ruling class: the Republican Party and the Democratic Party. Both of these par-
ties exist to serve and protect the interests of the ruling capitalist class, however they 
often develop in different directions and at different rates of change and development.

The economic base and superstructure are components of social being and social 
consciousness, respectively. Social being and social consciousness are explained in 
more detail in Annotation 60, p. 106.

In the process of material production, humans constantly transform nature, transform 
society, and at the same time transform themselves. Material production constantly 
develops. The development of material production determines the transformation and 
development of all aspects of society. Material production development determines 
social development.

Annotation 17

In Dialectical Materialism, development refers to the change and motion of things, 
phenomena, and ideas. Development is the subject of Part 1, Chapter 2: Materialist 
Dialectics (p. 98).

It is important to recognize that dialectical development always results in changes 
occurring within all interacting subjects. This means that when human beings trans-
form nature, human beings will also be transformed in countless ways. Likewise, as 
material production develops, the superstructure will also develop. It should also be 
noted that the material base of society determines the superstructure of society (see 
Annotation 50, p. 90). Such development follows the Law of Unification and Contra-
diction Between Opposites within the framework of Materialist Dialectics. This law is 
described in more detail in Part 1 p. 175.
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Annotation 17 (continued)

ESSENTIALLY ROOTED IN MATERIAL RELATIONS

ESSENTIALLY ROOTED IN CONSCIOUSNESS

DETERMINES

IMPACTS

BASE
SUPERSTRUCTUREMATTER CONSCIOUSNESS

DETERMINES

IMPACTS

Dialectical Materialism holds that matter determines consciousness while consciousness impacts 
back upon matter. In accordance with this law, the economic base of human society determines 

superstructure while superstructure impacts back upon the economic base.

Thus, the motion13 and development of the entirety of a society, ultimately, is deter-
mined by the development of that society’s material production processes. Therefore, 
in order to properly explain and solve the problems within a society, it is necessary to 
seek out the root causes of those problems within material production processes. This 
requires analysis of the development of that society’s material production processes. 
Fundamentally, this means that the starting point of analysis of a society is determining 
the level of development of that society’s mode of production.

Annotation 18

The mode of production constitutes the overall, predominant manner of production 
being utilized by humans in a particular time-period. Specifically, the mode of produc-
tion is the predominant configuration of productive forces and relations of production 
at the current level of development. This will be further explained throughout the rest 
of this chapter.

Under capitalism, the mode of production is typified by mechanized industrial pro-
duction of goods and private ownership of the means of production by capitalists. The 
nature of the capitalist mode of production determines all other social problems which 
exist under capitalism, and all superstructural elements are rooted in the material 
foundation that is the mode of production.

In Manifesto of the Communist Party, Marx and Engels described many ways in which 
the mode of production of capitalism led directly to severe social problems in their 
contemporary society. For example, the relentless demand which capitalists have for 
new markets led to the spread of imperialist oppression all around the world:

The need of a constantly expanding market for its products chases the bour-
geoisie over the entire surface of the globe. It must nestle everywhere, settle 
everywhere, establish connexions everywhere.

13	  In Dialectical Materialism, motion refers to change and development. See Part 1, p. 122.
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Annotation 18 (continued)

In a letter to Sigfrid Meyer, Marx described how capitalism determined the form of 
racial antagonism between Irish and English workers. It is important to note that En-
glish oppression of the Irish did not begin with capitalism. However, once capitalism 
became the predominant mode of production, it directly determined the form of racial 
antagonism which existed between English and Irish workers and gave these antago-
nisms a proletarian character which was directly exacerbated by the ruling class (the 
bourgeoisie) to benefit their own class interests, as Marx describes:

Every industrial and commercial center in England now possesses a working 
class divided into two hostile camps, English proletarians and Irish proletarians. 
The ordinary English worker hates the Irish worker as a competitor who lowers 
his standard of life. In relation to the Irish worker he regards himself as a mem-
ber of the ruling nation and consequently he becomes a tool of the English aris-
tocrats and capitalists against Ireland, thus strengthening their domination over 
himself. He cherishes religious, social, and national prejudices against the Irish 
worker. His attitude towards him is much the same as that of the “poor whites” 
to the black people in the former slave states of the U.S.A. The Irishman pays 
him back with interest in his own money. He sees in the English worker both the 
accomplice and the stupid tool of the English rulers in Ireland.

This antagonism is artificially kept alive and intensified by the press, the pul-
pit, the comic papers, in short, by all the means at the disposal of the ruling class-
es. This antagonism is the secret of the impotence of the English working class, 
despite its organization. It is the secret by which the capitalist class maintains its 
power. And the latter is quite aware of this.
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Superstructural bigotry against Irish workers reinforces the economic colonization of Ireland. 
This benefits the English ruling class to the detriment of both English and Irish workers.
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Annotation 18 (continued)

We can thus conclude that capitalism did not create such social problems as sex-
ism, racism, ableism, poverty, and so on. These are, in essence, manifestations of false 
consciousness and ideology-driven forms of bigotry and oppression as opposed to the 
material base class oppression through which workers are ruled over and exploited 
by the capitalist class. However, the capitalist mode of production does determine 
the form which all social problems and bigotries take within our current society. Most 
social problems and forms of oppression predate capitalism, but existed in different 
forms under previous modes of production than they do under the capitalist mode of 
production. 
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As the material base of society, the mode of production determines all other forms of oppression. 
Sexism, for example, existed differently under feudalism vs. how it exists today under capitalism. 

As the material base of society developed from feudalism to capitalism, sexism also developed.

In accordance with the principle that material determines consciousness and con-
sciousness can impact back on the material through conscious activity, it follows that 
all of these various forms of oppression (which are rooted in ideology and stem from 
false consciousness) are able to impact back on the mode of production. In the above 
example of English-Irish racial antagonism, Marx makes it clear that the ruling class 
benefits as such racial antagonisms spread within the working class. Marx also points 
out that eroding such racial antagonisms (and ending the English colonization of 
Ireland) would weaken the position of the ruling class and strengthen the proletariat, 
which would bring about the end of capitalism all the sooner.
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We can determine that capitalist society is at a higher stage of development than feu-
dal society by examining the mode of production of each form of society.

Annotation 19

In Historical Materialism, a stage of development is considered to be at a "high-
er" or "lower" level based primarily on the development of productive forces. Under 
feudalism, the productive forces were at a much lower level of agrarian production. 
The essential means of production was the land which was used in the production of 
food. Tools and technology were relatively undeveloped. Compare this with the much 
higher level of development of the productive forces under capitalism, which utilize 
mechanization and other technologies for industrialized material production.

Capitalist society’s mode of production utilizes industry with an increasingly complex 
market economy. Feudal society’s mode of production was only able to use manual la-
bor techniques and was limited to small, self-sufficient, self-contained economic orga-
nization. Therefore, capitalist society’s mode of production can generate much higher 
labor productivity than the production mode of feudal society.

Annotation 20

Labor productivity simply refers to how much a single human being can produce in 
the workplace. A worker under capitalism is generally able to produce far more than 
a worker under feudalism because of the higher level of technology, industrialization, 
etc., which are employed within the capitalist mode of production.

Marx and Engels determined that economic eras do not differ from one another based 
on what is produced, but rather based on how production is carried out and which tools 
are used in production. [In other words, economic eras differ from one another based on 
the mode of production.]

This discovery – that the mode of production plays a decisive role in the development 
of production processes in society, and with the development of society in general – is 
the basis of Historical Materialism: understanding human history through the analysis 
of the history of development and replacement of the modes of production using Marx-
ist-Leninist methodologies of Dialectical Materialism and Materialist Dialectics.

Annotation 21

In Dialectical Materialism, the words “development” and “replacement” have spe-
cific meanings.

Development refers to changes over time which take place through dialectical re-
lationships between all things, phenomena, and ideas. Development occurs through 
processes of contradiction: whenever one subject interacts with another subject, they 
are said to contradict, and both subjects are developed through this contradiction.

Replacement refers to a specific form of negation. As two subjects contradict with 
one another, one subject will eventually negate the other subject – completely over-
coming it. Replacement negation is a specific form of negation which occurs when one 
subject takes the place of another. Replacement is a dialectical process which always 
takes place gradually, since nothing can pop in and out of existence instantaneously.
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Annotation 21 (continued)

Therefore, it is important to understand that the replacement of one mode of pro-
duction by another is a gradual and dialectical process. Capitalism did not immedi-
ately and instantaneously replace the feudal mode of production. Instead, capitalism 
negated feudalism over many generations as the bourgeois class slowly but surely 
superseded the previous feudal ruling class through dialectical development process-
es. Marx and Engels describe this gradual development process in the Manifesto of the 
Communist Party:

Each step in the development of the bourgeoisie was accompanied by a cor-
responding political advance of that class. An oppressed class under the sway 
of the feudal nobility, an armed and self-governing association in the medieval  
commune: here independent urban republic (as in Italy and Germany); there 
taxable “third estate” of the monarchy (as in France); afterwards, in the period of 
manufacturing proper, serving either the semi-feudal or the absolute monarchy 
as a counterpoise against the nobility, and, in fact, cornerstone of the great mon-
archies in general, the bourgeoisie has at last, since the establishment of Modern 
Industry and of the world market, conquered for itself, in the modern represen-
tative State, exclusive political sway. The executive of the modern state is but a 
committee for managing the common affairs of the whole bourgeoisie.

Similarly, communism will not instantaneously replace capitalism, but will negate 
capitalism gradually through the revolutionary advance of the working class.

The development and replacement of modes of production reflects the inevitable and 
objective trend of the development of human society from lower levels to increasingly 
higher levels: from the ancient production mode, to the feudal production mode, to the 
modern capitalist production mode, etc.

Annotation 22

Development of human society is both inevitable and objective. The Principle of 
Development14 of Dialectical Materialism states that:

Development is a process that comes from within the thing-in-itself; the pro-
cess of solving the contradictions within things and phenomena. Therefore, de-
velopment is inevitable, objective, and occurs without dependence on human will.

In accordance with this principle, it should be understood that all things, phenome-
na, and ideas are constantly and inevitably changing, and human society is no excep-
tion to these universal laws.

Development of human society is considered objective because it cannot be sub-
jectively controlled and directed by human will and consciousness. Rather, as is 
explained throughout the rest of this section, it is the material base of society which 
determines the development of human conscious activity: productive forces determine 
the material/economic base of human society, and this material base determines the 
superstructure which includes philosophy, political government, religion, art, and all 
other aspects of human society (see p. 90).

14	 The Principle of Development is described in detail in Part 1, p. 119.
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Annotation 22 (continued)

The inevitable and objective development of human society reflects the forward 
tendency of development which is a characteristic of all development processes. This 
forward tendency is described in Part 1, Annotation 118, p. 122. Note that this is a ten-
dency and there are exceptions. Occasionally, certain elements, regions, or aspects of 
human societies do tend to fall backward or degrade in some way or another. For ex-
ample, industry may be degraded through the destruction of war or through economic 
difficulty. Also note that the terms “higher level” and “lower level” are value-neutral: 
to say that a society has a “higher level of development” does not imply that the soci-
ety is “superior to” or “better than” a society with a “lower level of development.”

In Historical Materialism, to say that a society has moved to a “higher level of devel-
opment” simply means that the mode of production has developed to a more complex 
form with a higher level of labor productivity and productive forces.

The sequential nature of the process of replacing and developing modes of production 
is also a general rule which governs the development process of human history.

Annotation 23

Sequential, here, means that development occurs in a specific sequence, from lower 
stages of development to higher stages of development. It is rare for such a sequential 
development process to reverse direction or to bypass a stage of development.

This sequential nature of the process of human development is strongly related to 
the development of scientific knowledge of productive forces. As humans learn more 
about science, nature, and technology, there is a tendency for productive forces to 
develop in terms of efficiency and output.

A simple example of this is the development of transportation methods by human 
beings. As humans progressed from transportation by foot, to transportation via 
beasts of burden, to transportation by steam engines, to modern systems of transporta-
tion which utilize efficient and powerful engines and high quality roads, rail systems, 
and airplanes, the productive forces also increased at every stage of development.

Under normal circumstances, such scientific knowledge develops sequentially over 
time, but there are exceptions to this general tendency. For example, in some places 
and times, technological stages (and stages of development of production) may be 
bypassed through the introduction of high technology from abroad. As an example, 
Vietnamese industry and agriculture received many high technology production 
techniques and technologies from the Soviet Union during the revolutionary period of 
1945 – 1975 which allowed the nation to bypass some steps of scientific development 
which rapidly increased productive forces.

For the most part, looking at the big picture of humanity as a whole, it is generally 
necessary to go through the sequence of human development as new technologies are 
developed sequentially through the development of our scientific understanding of 
the world and of technology.

The following excerpt is from the article “Karl Marx’s View on Productive Forces 
and the Issue of Supplementing and Developing this View in the Current Period,” 
from Vietnam’s communist journal Communist Review:
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Annotation 23 (continued)

Karl Marx believed that productive forces represent the practical capacity of 
humans in the process of transforming the natural world. When carrying out 
material production, humans use labor and tools to impact the natural world so 
that they can create material wealth which can serve their essential needs. Also 
in that process, humans come to understand the laws of nature, transforming the 
natural world from a wild, simple place into a “second world” with the partici-
pation of human hands and minds. Material production is always changing, so 
productive forces are a dynamic factor and a process that is constantly being 
innovated and developed.

Productive forces create material premises for the existence and development 
of human society. Productive forces are also the basic criterion to evaluate social 
progress in each specific historical period. That is why, in his work The German 
Ideology, Marx affirmed:

“History is nothing but the succession of the separate generations, each of 
which exploits the materials, the capital funds, the productive forces handed 
down to it by all preceding generations, and thus, on the one hand, continues the 
traditional activity in completely changed circumstances and, on the other hand, 
modifies the old circumstances with a completely changed activity.”

Thus, from Karl Marx’s point of view, it can be understood that the concept of 
productive forces refers to the combination of workers and means of production 
to create a certain material production power. According to Marx, in order to 
transform the natural world and create material wealth, workers need to have 
a synergy between physical and intellectual strength, as these are factors that 
create human working ability. As Marx wrote in Capital, Volume 1, Chapter 7:

“He opposes himself to Nature as one of her own forces, setting in motion 
arms and legs, head and hands, the natural forces of his body, in order to appro-
priate Nature’s productions in a form adapted to his own wants.”

However, if human activities were limited to human labor through the human 
body alone, then material production processes could not be developed to higher 
levels. Humans have thus developed other means of material production, such 
as “mak(ing) use of the mechanical, physical, and chemical properties of some 
substances in order to make other substances subservient to his aims.”15 These 
objects of material production, which Marx called “organs,” give workers the 
ability to extend their hands and make the process of influencing the natural 
world more effective. If the means of production are a necessary condition for 
the material production process, then the workers are the main subjects in that 
process, playing a decisive role in the development of production. Thus, according 
to Karl Marx, if there were no humans who knew how to manufacture and use 
tools of labor to impact the natural world, there would be no process of material 
production.

In addition to discussing the two basic elements constituting the productive 
forces, Karl Marx also emphasized the important role of science in material pro-
duction in general and in the development of productive forces in particular.

15	 Karl Marx: Capital Volume 1, Chapter 7.
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Annotation 23 (continued)

As Marx explained:

“The development of fixed capital [i.e., machinery of production] indicates to 
what degree general social knowledge has become a direct force of production, 
and to what degree, hence, the conditions of the process of social life itself have 
come under the control of the general intellect and been transformed in accor-
dance with it. To what degree the powers of social production have been pro-
duced, not only in the form of knowledge, but also as immediate organs of social 
practice, of the real life process.”16

According to the above thesis of Karl Marx, scientific knowledge has caused 
fixed capital such as factories and machines used in production to transform 
to a certain extent and become a direct productive force. In other words, scien-
tific knowledge is applied and materialized into machines and into production 
tools, and used by workers in the production process, thus, scientific knowledge 
becomes a direct productive force. The conditions for scientific knowledge to 
become a direct productive force were affirmed by Karl Marx as follows:

“The development of machinery along this path occurs only when large indus-
try has already reached a higher stage, and all the sciences have been pressed into 
the service of capital; and when, secondly, the available machinery itself already 
provides great capabilities. Invention then becomes a business, and the applica-
tion of science to direct production itself becomes a prospect which determines 
and solicits it.”17

Historical Materialism is essentially about looking for the root causes of 
historical change of human society. A material examination of human history 
shows this root cause to be change and development of the modes of production. 
The development of modes of production strongly depends on the level of devel-
opment of the productive forces in each period of history, and this development 
is dependent upon the development of scientific knowledge that humans achieve 
through generations of theory and practice.18

Therefore, we can conclude that, as a general rule of Historical Materialism, 
the historical development of humanity is sequential, even if some societies with 
specific conditions may bypass some steps. This is the General Rule of Sequential 
Development of History.

It must also be noted that, within a society, different communities can exist at differ-
ent levels of development, depending on certain objective and subjective conditions. 
There might be a mix of different production modes within a development period. 
Likewise, a community within a wider society might abandon or bypass the dominant 
mode of production and go straight to a higher mode of production.

That being said, the development of a conscious awareness of the objective laws  of 
Historical Materialism has enabled some societies to consciously endeavor to bypass 
the stage of capitalism in attempts to go directly to a socialist mode of production.

16	 Karl Marx: “Foundations of the Critique of Political Economy.”
17	 Ibid.
18	 See Theory and Practice section of Part 1, p. 204.
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Human workers engage with the natural world to create wealth by applying intellectual and 
physical strength. This leads to the development of machinery and tools (what Marx calls the 

“organs of production”) which enable humans to increase material production capabilities.

An example of a society bypassing a dominant mode of production and going 
straight to a higher mode of production is Vietnam during the revolutionary period. 
Before and during French colonial rule, Vietnam was essentially an agrarian feudal 
society. Despite the existence of some light industry and a nascent capitalist class, the 
vast majority of Vietnamese workers were peasants, slaves, and farmers. The ruling 
class of Vietnam before and during the Colonial period were not capitalists, but the 
emperor, feudal lords, and French colonialists who all constituted a landed class 
which was essentially feudalist in nature. During and after the revolutionary period 
of Vietnam, industrialization was rapidly implemented with great assistance from the 
Soviet Union and other foreign nations under the leadership of the Communist Party 
of Vietnam. The mechanization of Vietnamese industry and agriculture took place 
largely during the subsidizing period without a capitalist class. Vietnam was there-
fore able to transform itself into a modern industrial nation without having ever fully 
established a capitalist political economy.

Agriculture in Vietnam reflects these efforts to bypass capitalist class society. Before 
and during the occupation of Vietnam, agriculture was feudalistic in nature. Feudal 
and colonial landowners employed hundreds of thousands of slaves and peasants 
who worked essentially within the framework of the traditional feudal mode of 
production. During the revolutionary period, the Communist Party of Vietnam imple-
mented significant land reforms which transferred farmland directly to farmers and 
provided farmers with tools and training which allowed for mass mechanization.

Today, Vietnamese agriculture—which employs approximately 70% of Vietnamese 
workers—is highly mechanized, and capitalist ownership of farmland is prohibited. 
In this way, Vietnamese farmers have managed to bypass the capitalistic agriculture 
by going straight to a mode of production which is mechanized, highly productive, 
and worker-owned. This is just one of the ways in which Vietnam has endeavored to 
transition to socialism while bypassing the capitalist mode of production. These efforts 
have resulted in many victories and failures in both theory and practice.19

19	 Vietnam’s efforts to bypass capitalism are discussed in more detail in Appendix H, p. 269.
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The fact that multiple modes of production can exist within a society simultaneously is 
an expression of unity in diversity which leads to the richness of human history.

Annotation 24

Diversity in unity and unity in diversity is an aspect of the Principle of General Re-
lationships of the Materialist Dialectical methodological and philosophical framework. 
These concepts are explained in detail in Part 1, Annotation 107, p. 110.

Diversity in Unity means that there are an infinite number of diverse relationships 
between things, phenomena, and ideas, but that all these relationships share the same 
foundation in the material world.

Unity in Diversity means that universal relationships which unite all things, phe-
nomena, and ideas can manifest in infinitely diverse ways.

Although human society develops sequentially, it does not develop mechanically or 
predictably. A given mode of production can manifest in a great diversity of forms in 
various human societies, and different modes of production can even exist simultane-
ously within one society.

As an example, even though the United States of America is a highly capitalistic 
society, there are a small number of workers’ cooperatives which are not owned by 
capitalists. There are also still examples of slave labor being employed in the United 
States of America: sometimes illicitly, such as with human trafficking, and sometimes 
legally, such as in American prisons.

As a counterexample, we can look at socialist nations, both historically and in 
modern contexts (such as the Soviet Union, Vietnam, China, and Cuba) which have 
allowed capitalist-owned corporations to operate even though these nations are con-
trolled by Communist Parties. This is discussed in the article “Approaching the So-
cialist-Oriented Market Economy and Human Issue from Goals and Driving Force of 
Development” in the Vietnamese communist journal Communist Review:

From a historical perspective, for a long time during the process of socialism 
building, both theoretically and practically, people have compared socialism and 
capitalism in an absolute and metaphysical way. They have also thought that 
what is in capitalism must be rejected by socialism and vice versa, including the 
market economy as the result in the development of human history. It should 
be clearly realized that the socialist society as a social-economic form cannot 
have everything available in a capitalist society, but it has prerequisites in many 
important aspects for the birth of a new social-economic form. One of these 
prerequisites is the well-developed market economy thanks to the extremely 
highly and strongly developed production forces. Lenin soon realized the mistake 
of haste in formulating and implementing the Wartime Communist Policy that 
he promptly corrected by proposing a New Economic Policy (NEP) for Russia 
to develop the production of multi-sector goods and start the market economy. 
He strongly asserted that “we cannot conceive of socialism other than socialism 
based on all the lessons drawn by the great civilization of capitalism.”

During transition periods between one mode of production and the next, there will 
be a mixture of modes of production within the developing society. In Europe and 
North America during the transition from feudalism to capitalism, there existed simul-
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taneously for a time both capitalists and feudal lords. Even today around the world 
vestiges of feudal lords remain, such as entire nations ruled by monarchs. And even 
within the current capitalist era of human civilization, there exist a broad range of 
forms in which the capitalist mode of production manifests. For example, there is an 
obvious difference between a rich, developed capitalist country which has an economy  
dominated by local capitalists and an impoverished, imperialized country which is 
heavily dominated by foreign capitalists. All of this diversity exists within the current 
era of capitalism, demonstrating the concept of unity in diversity in capitalist society, 
just as unity in diversity was expressed in every preceding era of history.

However, no matter how rich and diverse the history of each human society might 
be, and even if a society goes through detours as it advances through a stage of devel-
opment, in the end, history still follows the general direction of development: upward 
direction from lower-level to higher-level modes of production.

Annotation 25

As previously mentioned in Annotation 10 on p. 16, advancing from a “lower level” 
of production to a “higher level” of production merely refers to a general tendency 
and does not imply a tendency in a “better direction.” As an example, many indig-
enous societies which were forced to “advance” into capitalist modes of production 
suffered tremendously or were even wiped out entirely in the process.

It is also important to recognize that many “lower level” modes of production in 
indigenous societies were far more sustainable in terms of ecology and preferable to 
the indigenous populations in terms of satisfaction of life and wellbeing for the pop-
ulation at large. Certainly, the “development” of capitalism in what is today called 
the “United States of America” was certainly not seen as a beneficial development by 
indigenous peoples, as encapsulated in this quote from a speech by Satanta, chief of 
the Kiowa nation:

All the land south of the Arkansas River belongs to the Kiowas and Coman-
ches and I don’t want to give away any of it. I love the land and the buffalo, and 
will not part with any. I have heard that you intend to settle us on a reservation 
near the mountains. I don’t want to settle there. I love to roam over the wide 
prairie, and when I do it I feel free and happy; but, when we settle down we grow 
pale and die. A long time ago, this land belonged to our fathers, but when I go 
up to the river, I see camps of soldiers on its banks. These soldiers cut down my 
timber, they kill my buffalo, and when I see that, my heart feels like bursting 
with sorrow.

Similarly, French colonialism developed certain aspects of Vietnam by introducing 
railways, steam engines, and other such technology to the nation, but this was at great 
cost and caused untold suffering to the Vietnamese people who were enslaved and 
subjugated by the French. As socialists, we must seek ways to develop human society 
without causing such harm and subjugation. As Lenin explains in What is to be Done:

The building of railways seems to be a simple, natural, democratic, cultural and 
civilising enterprise; that is what it is in the opinion of the bourgeois professors 
who are paid to depict capitalist slavery in bright colours, and in the opinion of
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petty-bourgeois philistines. But as a matter of fact the capitalist threads, which in 
thousands of different intercrossings bind these enterprises with private proper-
ty in the means of production in general, have converted this railway construc-
tion into an instrument for oppressing a thousand million people (in the colonies 
and semicolonies), that is, more than half the population of the globe that inhab-
its the dependent countries, as well as the wage-slaves of capital in the “civilised” 
countries.

In the Vietnamese journal Communist Review, Dr. Nguyen Trong Chuan discusses 
the ways in which Vietnam is attempting to develop productive forces in Vietnam in 
accordance with socialist principles:

Karl Marx once said that, in a capitalist market economy, each one sees others 
as the ones to exploit. Today, in the socialist-oriented market economy, we put 
people in the first place and regard them as the driving force and the develop-
ment goal. Therefore, the Communist Party and State of Vietnam did not wait 
until the economy is highly developed for realizing social goals. At the very 
beginning, the Communist Party and the State of Vietnam advocated “economic 
growth together with social progress and justice in every step and throughout 
the process of development.”

The advocacy has been consistent throughout the Party Congresses and in-
creasingly concretized in all aspects of the social life in order to facilitate human 
development in the best way. It is a correct, scientific, bold, creative, and humane 
choice. The inevitable choice is based on experience, selective inheritance of the 
strengths in the development of the market economy in the history. In addition, 
it shows socialism’s human nature to affirm that building a socialist-oriented 
market economy with people as the driving force and development goal is a cor-
rect choice.

Historical Materialism is considered a science not just because it analyzes history on 
a materialist basis, but also because it is intended to be applied by socialists working 
in the real world to bring about a transition away from capitalism and towards the 
stateless, classless society of communism.

Communists like Marx, Engels, and Lenin did not study the material conditions 
of capitalism and previous eras of human history simply as an academic pursuit. 
They were committed communists who hoped to contribute to the end of capitalism 
through Scientific Socialism: a body of theory and knowledge (which must be con-
stantly tested through practice) focused on the practical pursuit of changing the world 
to bring about socialism and, eventually, communism. Scientific Socialism demands 
that we study history to learn from the successes and failures of previous generations.

Communists have at various times failed to understand the nature of human devel-
opment which has led to failures, setbacks, and even collapse of entire movements. 
However, Scientific Socialism is unique within capitalist society in that this field seeks 
to understand how human development processes function—in large part through the 
science of Historical Materialism—in order to improve our political theory and prac-
tice over time, striving to constantly improve society and to ultimately free workers 
from the suffering which is inherent in class society.
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Annotation 25 (continued)

“Move Forward to Build an Advanced Culture and Science”

As Friedrich Engels wrote in Socialism: Utopian and Scientific:
To accomplish this act of universal emancipation is the historical mission of 

the modern proletariat. To thoroughly comprehend the historical conditions and 
thus the very nature of this act, to impart to the now oppressed proletarian class 
a full knowledge of the conditions and of the meaning of the momentous act it 
is called upon to accomplish, this is the task of the theoretical expression of the 
proletarian movement, Scientific Socialism.
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II. THE LAW OF SUITABILITY BETWEEN THE RELATIONS OF PRODUCTION 
AND THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE PRODUCTIVE FORCES

1. Definitions of productive forces and relations of production
Any material production process must depend on factors of workers (such as workers’ 

abilities, skills, knowledge, etc.) as well as on factors of the means of production (such as 
labor objects, tools, auxiliary means of production process, etc.). Together, these factors 
constitute the productive forces of the production process.

The productive forces are the synthesis of material and mental factors which together 
form a practical power to transform the natural world according to the needs of human 
survival and development.

Annotation 26

The productive forces of human society include human labor as well as all other 
factors which contribute to the means of production. This includes tools and process-
es designed by human beings as well as nature from which all material production 
processes draw. In Critique of the Gotha Program, Marx warns that labor alone does not 
constitute the entirety of the forces of production, writing:

Labor is not the source of all wealth. Nature is just as much the source of use 
values (and it is surely of such that material wealth consists!) as labor, which 
itself is only the manifestation of a force of nature, human labor power.

Human beings utilize nature and, at the same time, are of nature. Human beings 
are not metaphysically distinct from nature; we are a part of the natural world and 
thus our activities are natural activities. What distinguishes human labor and human 
production processes from all other activities on Earth is that human production is 
conscious activity. This enables humans to intentionally develop our production activ-
ities over time through the sequential development of science, technology, and so on. 
Other animals may improve their life processes over time and may even use tools, but 
no other animal is known to have advanced through various stages of development of 
the mode of production through the conscious development of scientific knowledge in 
the same manner as human beings. This is discussed more in the next Annotation.

Therefore, the productive forces have the characteristic of creativity, and this creative 
characteristic develops through history.

Annotation 27

Creativity is the characteristic of human beings which allows human society and 
production processes to develop over time through conscious activity. Marx and 
Engels considered the creative ability of human beings to consciously produce and 
develop production over time to be the primary distinguishing characteristic which 
distinguishes us from other animals. As Marx wrote in “Estranged Labor:”

It is true that animals also produce. They build nests and dwellings, like the 
bee, the beaver, the ant, etc. But they produce only their own immediate needs or 
those of their young; they produce only when immediate physical need compels 
them to do so, while man produces even when he is free from physical need and 
truly produces only in freedom from such need; they produce only themselves,
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Annotation 27 (continued)

while man reproduces the whole of nature; their products belong immediately 
to their physical bodies, while man freely confronts his own product. Animals 
produce only according to the standards and needs of the species to which they 
belong, while man is capable of producing according to the standards of every 
species and of applying to each object its inherent standard; hence, man also pro-
duces in accordance with the laws of beauty.

In the same article, Marx wrote that:
The animal is immediately one with its life activity. It is not distinct from that 

activity; it is that activity. Man makes his life activity itself an object of his will 
and consciousness. He has conscious life activity. It is not a determination with 
which he directly merges. Conscious life activity directly distinguishes man from 
animal life activity.

Because human beings are aware of our own production processes, we are able to 
creatively develop them over time through conscious activity. This creativity is rooted 
in a dialectical relationship between human consciousness and practical activities.

Therefore, the level of development of a society’s productive forces reflects the level 
of development of a society’s utilization of the natural world. The handicraft level of the 
productive forces reflects a lower level of utilization of the natural world compared to 
the productive forces that have a higher level of technology and industry.

Annotation 28

It should be noted that the development of a society’s utilization of nature from 
lower to higher levels is not a value judgment of “good” or “bad.” Marx and Engels 
recognized that wanton destruction of the natural environment to increase production 
is an example of human hubris, as Engels explained in “The Part Played by Labor in 
the Transition from Ape to Man" (see quoted passage in Annotation 5 on p. 12), and as 
Marx pointed out in Capital:

All progress in capitalistic agriculture is a progress in the art, not only of rob-
bing the labourer, but of robbing the soil; all progress in increasing the fertility 
of the soil for a given time, is a progress towards ruining the lasting sources of 
that fertility. The more a country starts its development on the foundation of 
modern industry, like the United States, for example, the more rapid is this pro-
cess of destruction. Capitalist production, therefore, develops technology, and the 
combining together of various processes into a social whole, only by sapping the 
original sources of all wealth—the soil and the labourer.

Unfortunately, the capitalist mode of production is dictated entirely by a single fac-
tor: the profit motive of capitalists. This has led to widescale destruction of our natural 
environment in the name of capitalist profiteering. Given what we know now about 
climate change, the rapid extinction of thousands of species resulting from human 
production activities, and various other threats to our planetary environment, this 
only makes the necessity to move away from capitalism all the more urgent. As Scien-
tific Socialists we must understand the ways in which improper utilization of nature 
can cause destruction and devastation and may even lead to our own downfall. 
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Annotation 28 (continued)

An aspect of the historical mission of the working class, therefore, is developing har-
monious unity between humanity and nature. Class society has led to destructive ex-
ploitation of both the working class and of nature itself. In bringing about the stateless, 
classless society of communism, we must take into consideration the role which nature 
plays in the sustaining and development of human life. As Marx and Engels advised, 
we must strive to develop relations and forces of production which preserve nature 
and, by extension, preserve our own continued existence as a part of nature and as a 
species with a natural aspect.

The natural aspect of humanity is discussed more in Chapter 6, starting on p. 212.

Among the factors that make up the productive forces (namely, worker factors and 
means of production factors), the worker factors play a decisive role. This is because, ul-
timately, the means of production are only products of human labor, and the value and 
actual effectiveness of the means of production depend on the efficiency and creativity 
of the workers. On the other hand, means of production factors (such as the technologi-
cal level of tools) reflect most clearly the level of development of the productive forces as 
well as the level of human utilization of the natural world.

Annotation 29

Productive forces of human society consist broadly of two categories of factors:
Worker Factors (related to the workers who carry out production processes in hu-

man society) and Means of Production Factors (related to the means by which workers 
carry out production. This includes nature and all of its resources as well as tools, ma-
chinery, and processes which humans have devised to produce our material needs).

DETERMINES

IMPACTS

WORKER FACTORS
MEANS OF PRODUCTION

FACTORS

The productive forces are defined by a relationship between workers and means of production.
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In the capitalist mode of production it is the working class which develops the 
means of production over time. Without workers, the means of production would be 
useless and idle and production processes would be neither carried out nor developed 
to higher levels of efficiency and productive output. Thus, under capitalism, the pro-
ductive forces are defined by a dialectical relationship which the workers have with 
the means of production. In this dialectical relationship, workers have the determin-
ing role while the means of production impact back on workers by making the labor 
of individual workers more efficient and productive, changing the circumstances of 
workers in many ways.

The productive forces are the fundamental and essential material content of the produc-
tion process.

Annotation 30
MATERIAL PRODUCTION PROCESS

PRODUCTIVE FORCES

RELATIONS
OF PRODUCTION

DETERMINES

IMPACTS

WORKERS MEANS OF PRODUCTION
DETERMINES

IMPACTS

PHYSICAL
STRENGTH

INTELLECTUAL
STRENGTH

MACHINERY,
TOOLS, ETC. NATURE

The productive forces are defined by internal relationships and, in turn, define the Material 
Production Process through its external relationship with the relations of production.

The dialectical category pair of Essence and Phenomena is discussed in detail in Part 
1, p. 156. To briefly summarize:

•	 Essence refers to the synthesis of all the internal aspects as well as the obvious 
and stable relations that define the existence, motion, and development of a 
thing, phenomenon, or idea.

•	 Phenomena refers to the external manifestations of those internal aspects and 
relations in specific conditions.

The dialectical category pair of Content and Form is discussed in detail in Part 1, p. 
147. In summary:

•	 Content is the philosophical category which refers to the sum of all aspects, 
attributes, and processes that a thing, phenomenon, or idea is made from.

•	 Form refers to the mode of existence and development of things, phenomena, 
and ideas; in other words, form constitutes the relatively stable relationships 
which exist internally within a given thing, phenomenon, or idea.
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MATERIAL PRODUCTION PROCESS

PRODUCTIVE FORCES
(ESSENTIAL CONTENT)

RELATIONS OF PRODUCTION
(SOCIAL FORM)

DETERMINE

IMPACT

The material production process is defined by a dialectical relationship between the productive 
forces (which are the essential content) and the means of production (which are determined by 

the productive forces).

Content and Form have a dialectical relationship with one another in which content 
determines form and form can impact back on content. Thus, we can better under-
stand that “the productive forces are the fundamental and essential material content of 
the production process.” This statement contains the following truths:

1.	 The material production process has as content the productive forces; the pro-
ductive forces manifest in human society in the form of relations of production.

2.	 In the dialectical relationship between the productive forces and the relations 
of production, the productive forces are the material content and are thus the 
determining factor.

3.	 As the determining factor, the productive forces constitute the essential content 
of the material production process.

4.	 The relations of production describe how the productive forces manifest in hu-
man society and are thus the social form of the production process.

No practical production process can take place without the presence of both factors of 
productive forces: labor [i.e., worker factors] and means of production. However, it must 
be understood that it is impossible for a production process to take place with produc-
tive forces alone. In addition to productive forces, it is also necessary to have relations of 
production for production processes to take place.

Relations of production are the relationships which exist between people in the pro-
duction process. Relations of production include:

1.	 Ownership of the means of production.
2.	 Relations in the organizing and management of the production process.
3.	 Relations in the distribution of the results of that production process.
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These relations exist in a unified relationship with each other. They also determine and 
impact each other on the decisive basis of the ownership of the means of production.

Annotation 31

RELATIONS OF PRODUCTION

OWN

MEANS OF PRODUCTION

WORKING CLASSRULING CLASS

BENEFIT OPERATE

EXPLOIT

The relations of production include relations between human beings which pertain to the 
ownership and operation of the means of production.

The relations of production are relationships in human society which pertain to the 
productive forces. Specifically, these include social relationships which humans have 
with each other and with the means of production.

2. Dialectical relationship between productive forces and relations of production
The relationship between productive forces and relations of production is a dialectical unity in 

which productive forces determine relations of production and relations of production impact the 
productive forces.

Productive forces and relations of production are two fundamental and essential 
aspects of the production process in which productive forces are the material content of 
the production process and relations of production are the social form of that process. 
No production process can take place without a certain social form [which we call the 
relations of production]. Conversely, no production process can take place without any 
material content [which we call the productive forces].

Thus, productive forces and relations of production mutually develop one another 
and, together, become unified.

Annotation 32

Whereas the productive forces include the material content of the material produc-
tion process, the relations of production are the social form of the material production 
process. This includes all the relationships which humans have with each other to 
determine how material production processes are carried out in human society.

The productive forces and relations of production are not metaphysically distinct 
from each other. Rather, they exist together in dialectical unity, meaning that they 
are each defined by their relationship with one another and this relationship is what 
defines the material production process. The productive forces and relations of pro-
duction define each other, in part, as follows:
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Annotation 32 (continued)

•	 The relations of production include relations to the means of production (a 
component of the productive forces). In class society, these are the relationships 
which determine who owns and who operates the means of production.

•	 The relations of production include relations of human labor (i.e., who operates 
the means of production).

•	 The productive forces include human workers who labor together through so-
cial relations of production.

•	 In a class society, the productive forces include the means of production which 
must be owned by some human beings and operated by others through social 
relations of production.

This is an essential and universal requirement that exists in all practical production 
processes within society. A specific level of development of the productive forces re-
quires a suitable level of development of the relations of production in all three aspects:

1.	 Ownership of the means of production.
2.	 Organization and management of the production process.
3.	 Distribution of the results of the production process.

Only in this way can productive forces be maintained, used, and further developed.

Annotation 33

Suitability describes how appropriate or applicable a subject is for a specific applica-
tion or role (see Part 1, Annotation 153, p. 154).

In order for human production processes to be carried out efficiently, the productive 
forces and relations of production must be suitable with one another. This is the Law 
of Suitability Between the Relations of Production and the Productive Forces, or the 
Law of Suitability, which is a fundamental law of Historical Materialism. This law is 
further defined and explained in Annotation 33. This suitability between productive 
forces and relations of production can be broadly considered as it pertains to aspects 
of ownership, organization, and distribution.

Ownership: The means of production must come under majority ownership of the 
capitalist class. Under feudalism, the means of production were owned by different 
classes. Land was owned by feudal lords, means of craft production were owned by 
craft guilds, etc. This system of ownership was unsuitable to emerging industrial pro-
duction processes. However, as the bourgeois class emerged and came to own more 
and more of the means of production through the development of private capital, con-
ditions became increasingly suitable for a industrial production process to dominate 
human society through the development of capitalism.

Organization: Feudal society was organized very differently from capitalist society. 
Political power was primarily held by monarchs and feudal land owners, with signif-
icant amounts of power also being shared by clergy and (to a lesser extent) merchants 
and craft guilds. This was a much more complicated method of organizing human 
society which did not suit capitalist production processes. As capitalists came to own 
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the primary means of production in human society, they also shifted the organization 
of human society, so that capitalists came to dominate the organization of production 
more and more. Farms and factories reorganized so that capitalists dominated the 
overarching power structures and developed managers and enforcers (such as security 
guards, police, detective agencies, etc.) to maintain and manage production process-
es and control workers. As these organizational elements developed and improved, 
conditions became increasingly suitable for the capitalist mode of production to gain 
primacy over human civilization.

Distribution: Under feudalism, land was owned by peasants and food was distrib-
uted through a relatively complex system in which peasants had access to a portion of 
farm yields and also had access to some common lands. Feudal lords took the major-
ity of that which peasants produced, while religious institutions also took significant 
portions for the benefit of their own class. This was unsuitable to capitalist production 
processes. As capitalists came to own the means of production, they changed and sim-
plified the ways in which material needs are distributed. The wage system was devel-
oped in which capitalists took surplus labor value from workers in the form of profits, 
and wages were distributed to workers so that they could pay for the basic materials 
needed for survival. The development of the wage system of capitalism made condi-
tions increasingly suitable for capitalism to become the dominant mode of production 
in human society.

Note that ownership of the means of production is the defining and dominant aspect 
which determines aspects of organization and distribution. Without taking ownership 
of the means of production, capitalists would not have been able to develop organiza-
tion and distribution aspects of the human production process. This makes ownership 
the essential relationship in determining the relations of production; therefore, a revo-
lutionary class must seize the means of production to enact social revolution.

The unified relationship between productive forces and relations of production is in-
evitable and objective: relations of production are determined by the actual development 
level of the productive forces in a certain historical period because relations of produc-
tion are only the social-economic form of the production process, while the productive 
forces are the material and technical content of that process.

Annotation 34

Just as content determines form, it is also true that matter determines consciousness. 
This is the Dialectical Materialist conception of the relationship between matter and 
consciousness. This relationship is explained in detail in Part 1, p. 147.

The productive forces include living human beings (workers), their material la-
bor processes, and material elements of nature, as well as material elements such as 
factories, tools, etc. The productive forces therefore constitute the material basis of 
humanity’s material production processes. Relations of production exist only as so-
cial-economic elements, and therefore must be determined by the material basis (i.e., 
the productive forces). That said, it is possible for the relations of production to impact 
back on the productive forces, as described in Annotation 34, p. 49.
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Annotation 34 (continued)

MATERIAL PRODUCTION PROCESS

PRODUCTIVE FORCES RELATIONS OF PRODUCTION

DETERMINE

IMPACT

OBJECTIVE
This relationship is external

from the perspective of humans;
it cannot be determined by

human will.

INEVITABLE
Productive forces require

relations of production to exist;
just as relations of production

require productive forces.

The relationship between the productive forces and the relations of production is considered to 
be inevitable and objective.

The unified relationship between productive forces and relations of production is 
said to be inevitable simply because one cannot exist without the other and both rely 
upon each other. Productive forces must exist as concrete relationships within human 
society, and human society must have productive forces to continue existing.

The relationship between productive forces and relations of production is objective 
because it cannot be controlled through the subjective will of any human beings. In 
other words, no entity can willfully determine the material production process; mate-
rial production processes arise from objective needs of humanity and are governed by 
objective laws of Dialectical Materialism and Historical Materialism.

However, relations of production, as the social-economic form of the production 
process, are always capable of impacting the motion and development of the productive 
forces. This impact can take place in a positive or negative direction, depending on how 
suitable or unsuitable the relations of production are with the development level of the 
productive forces. If these factors are suitable with one another, then it will have a posi-
tive effect on development, and vice versa, if they are not suitable, it will have a negative 
effect.

Annotation 35

While productive forces determine relations of production, it is also possible for 
relations of production to impact back on productive forces. Whether these impacts 
are “positive” or “negative” is subjective. From the perspective of the capitalist class, 
any impacts which strengthen capitalists would be considered “positive.” Those same 
impacts would be considered “negative” from the perspective of the working class. 
Another way to look at the development of human production processes is in terms 
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of efficiency and output. Impacts might be seen as “positive” if they increase overall 
output (though this output may be seen as “negative” from other perspectives; for 
instance, the development of internal combustion engines was certainly “positive” in 
terms of total production output potential, but it has had very “negative” impacts in 
terms of effects on the natural environment of our planet).

When it comes to the historical development of human society, “positive develop-
ment” generally refers to increases in efficiency, output, and an increase in the capac-
ity for human beings to produce material needs. As productive forces develop, they 
will eventually become so highly developed that they are no longer suitable with exist-
ing relations of production. For example, during the transition between feudalism and 
capitalism, productive forces advanced rapidly via industrialization and other techno-
logical developments. These developments in the productive forces were much more 
suitable to emerging capitalist relations of production than they were to feudal rela-
tions of production. Feudal lords and peasants simply were not able to keep up with 
the productive output of capitalists and the emerging proletariat. Peasants turned to 
wage work en masse and as conditions became increasingly unsuitable for feudalism, 
feudal relations of production were slowly but surely negated by capitalist relations of 
production. Thus, the development of the productive forces to such a high level that 
they were no longer compatible with feudal relations of production had given rise to 
capitalists as the new ruling class of human society.

The relationship between productive forces and relations of production is a unified relationship 
which includes the ability to generate contradictions.

The relations of production, being the social form of the production process, are 
relatively stable. This stability allows productive forces to develop over time, which by 
extension develops the production process.

The more suitable the productive forces and the relations of production are with one 
another, the higher the chance for the productive forces to develop. However, the de-
velopment of productive forces will eventually become the root cause for the end of the 
relative stability of the relations of production. 

Once the relations of production become unstable and no longer suitable with the pro-
ductive forces, the development of productive forces (and, by extension, the productive 
process) will be disrupted.

The higher the stability and suitability of the relations of production to the productive 
forces, the more likely the productive forces are to develop, but it is precisely this devel-
opment of the productive forces which leads to the possibility of disrupting the unity of 
relations of production that has so far served as the social-economic form for its develop-
ment.

Once this occurs, social relations transition away from being the suitable and neces-
sary basis for the development of the productive forces and become an impediment to 
that development. In other words, a contradiction forms between the productive forces 
and relations of production.

From this contradiction, an objective need to re-establish a unified relationship be-
tween the productive forces and relations of production arises.
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Annotation 36

CONTENT FORM

Form refers to a relatively stable set of relationships which exist over time. Content represents 
the internal composition of those relationships.

A form is a relatively stable set of relationships. Having a stable form allows a sub-
ject to develop over time through contradiction with other subjects. As the social form 
of the material production process, relations of production have an inherent degree 
of relative stability which means relations of production can develop over time. In 
general, the development of relations of production is driven by development of the 
productive forces. Throughout most of the duration of any given era of class society, 
the productive forces will steadily develop, and this will drive the development of re-
lations of production. Eventually, however, the productive forces will develop beyond 
suitability with relations of production which leads to a crisis, and this crisis gives 
way to newly formed relations of production. As Marx explained in Contribution to the 
Critique of Political Economy20, a society's productive forces will clash with the relations 
of production. When this happens, the old social structures, which once helped society 
develop, now hold it back. This conflict leads to a period of social revolution, and the 
resulting changes in the economic base eventually transform all of society.

Whenever new relations of production are established, there is a period of transi-
tion as the old relations of production are disrupted and negated. This is a period of 
instability for human productive processes as the old and new ruling classes battle for 
supremacy. Gradually, as the new relations of production become firmly established, 
productive forces begin to stabilize and resume steady development. Marx defines the 
development of productive forces in Capital Volume I:

By increase in the productiveness of labor, we mean, generally, an alteration in 
the labor-process, of such a kind as to shorten the labor-time socially necessary 
for the production of a commodity, and to endow a given quantity of labor with 
the power of producing a greater quantity of use-value (or more goods).

In simple terms, “socially necessary labor-time” is the amount of labor and time 
needed to produce something within the material conditions of a certain human 
society. The amount of labor-time necessary to make something changes over time. 
The socially necessary labor-time needed to produce a hammer in an agrarian, pre-in-
dustrial society was quite different from that which is needed to produce a hammer 
in a modern society. This is because the standards and techniques of production have 
become far more advanced.

20	 See relevant passage in Annotation 13, p. 20.
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SUITABLE

DEVELOPMENT

UNSUITABLE

DEVELOPMENT

Relations of Production and Productive Forces suit 
one another and mutually develop one another. 

Development is stable and constant.

Productive Forces develop so much that they are no longer 
suitable with Relations of Production. Relations of Production 

now hinder development of Productive Forces.

2

Objective need for development leads to new Relations of 
Production that are suitable with Productive Forces.

1

SUITABLE

DEVELOPMENT

Cycle begins again. Relations of Production and Productive 
Forces are once again suitable with one another. 
Development is once again stable and constant.
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CYCLE OF DEVELOPMENT OF
THE MODE OF PRODUCTION

The material production process has followed a pattern of development for as long as there 
has been class society. When productive forces are compatible with relations of production, 

development is stable and constant. Whenever productive forces grow to become unsuitable with 
relations of production, instability leads to an objective need for new relations of production.
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Whenever productive forces develop so much that they become unsuitable with 
relations of production, this unsuitability will cause social disruption and, eventually, 
social revolution. This stems from what Marx identified as an “objective need” for the 
relations of production to be suitable with the development level of the productive 
forces. The productive forces will always eventually develop to such a point that new 
relations of production will need to arise which are more suitable. This, in turn, will 
allow the productive forces to be fully utilized by human society. Until this need is 
met, human society will struggle with stagnation and chaos which human society will 
objectively need to solve before stable progress of development can resume.

At the end of the feudal era, the ruling class of feudal lords restrained the productive 
forces. Early capitalists were much better suited to the newly emerging industrial pro-
cesses which were developing. This made capitalists wealthy and powerful and much 
better suited to take control of the means of production. However, feudal lords tried to 
resist this change and maintain their grip on power over society. In the end, however, 
the feudal lords could only slow down the development of new relations of produc-
tion. Ultimately, the capitalist class successfully waged social revolution which made 
capitalists the ruling class over a newly developed proletarian working class.

Even in the time of Karl Marx, the productive forces of human society had devel-
oped to such an extent that they were no longer compatible with capitalist relations 
of production. This is because the operation of productive forces is socialized while the 
ownership of the means of production is private. This creates an objective need for a 
social revolution that will lead to relations of production that are suitable to the social-
ized productive forces, i.e., socialist relations of production. The more the productive 
forces develop, the greater this objective need becomes, and the more pressing the 
need for social revolution by the working class.

Capitalists have worked for centuries to prevent the working class from successfully 
achieving social revolution, but the objective need persists for workers to rise up and 
develop relations of production that are more compatible with socialized operation 
of the means of production. This is the historical mission of the working class and the 
objective basis of Scientific Socialism as a methodology for carrying out this mission. 

Transition periods occur at the threshold between one stage of development of rela-
tions of production and the next. These transition periods are times of high instability. 
Such instability was seen during the transition from feudalism to capitalism. As the 
bourgeoisie emerged and supplanted the feudal class, there was significant disruption 
in the lives of workers. Wars and social conflict combined with social upheaval leading 
to significant disruptions in the productive forces. These conditions persisted until 
the capitalist class was able to stabilize itself as the dominant economic class, at which 
point productive forces began to develop in terms of efficiency and suitability with the 
capitalist relations of production.

This stability, however, was short-lived, as mechanized industry enabled productive 
forces to develop and socialize at a rapid pace. For this reason, the productive forces 
very quickly became unsuitable with the relations of production under capitalism. As 
such, the history of the capitalist political economy has been fraught with instability. 
There have been many factors which have led to this inevitable instability. One such 
factor is the inherent contradiction stemming from the wage system of capitalism as it 
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pertains to the price of commodities. As productivity increases and the costs of com-
modities are driven lower, wages are also driven lower, leading to an inherent increase 
in instability over time. As Marx explains in Capital:

Hence there is immanent in capital an inclination and constant tendency, to 
heighten the productiveness of labor, in order to cheapen commodities, and by 
such cheapening to cheapen the laborer himself.

This is only one of many internal contradictions of capitalism—caused by the un-
suitability between the productive forces and relations of production—which lead to 
instability. Marx, Engels, and other socialists throughout the past two centuries have 
identified many other such contradictions and sources of instability which drive an 
objective need for social revolution and new relations of production. Understanding 
such contradictions and developments of the material production process within hu-
man society is what we call the science of Political Economy. As the productive forces 
continue to develop to higher and higher levels under capitalism it is inevitable that 
capitalist relations of production will become increasingly unstable and will eventual-
ly give rise to new relations of production. It is the duty of communists to apply Scien-
tific Socialism as a political program in order to help bring about the end of capitalism 
and transition towards the stateless, classless society of communism as efficiently and 
smoothly as possible.

When analyzing the motion of the dialectical contradiction between the productive 
forces and the relations of production, Marx pointed out that:

At a certain stage of development, the material productive forces of society 
come into conflict with the existing relations of production… with the proper-
ty relations within the framework of which they have operated hitherto. From 
forms of development of the productive forces these relations turn into their 
fetters. Then begins an era of social revolution.

Annotation 37

The quote above comes from the preface to A Contribution to the Critique of Political 
Economy, in which Marx explains how the dialectical relationship between productive 
forces and the relations of production drive the development of human society. We 
shall now examine the full passage from which the above quotation is drawn:

In the social production of their existence, men inevitably enter into definite 
relations, which are independent of their will, namely relations of production 
appropriate to a given stage in the development of their material forces of pro-
duction.

Here, Marx is explaining that humans have an objective need to create social-eco-
nomic forms – otherwise known as human societies – by working together to produce 
the material needs of life. The social relations which humans form to do this work are 
what we call relations of production. Marx describes these relations as “independent” 
of the “will” of human beings because humans do not have a choice when it comes to 
establishing these relationships. Rather, these relations are more or less forced upon 
human beings because they are a prerequisite for humans to survive. Just as the activi-
ties which humans undertake to procure food, clothing, and shelter are not taken as
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a “choice,” entering into relations of production is equally necessary for humans to 
survive and for human society to continue existing. Furthermore, humans do not get 
to decide exactly what sorts of relations of production they will enter into. Instead, the 
relations of production arise from objective material conditions. Of these conditions, 
the most important factor is the current development level of the productive forces. 
Marx continues:

The totality of these relations of production constitutes the economic structure 
of society, the real foundation, on which arises a legal and political superstruc-
ture and to which correspond definite forms of social consciousness.

Here, Marx explains that the relations of production, as the social form of the mate-
rial production process which humans must participate in, serve as the material base 
for all other aspects of human society. Here, Marx is referring to the material/economic 
base and superstructure of human society.

BASE
SUPERSTRUCTURE

GOVERNMENT

MEANS OF PRODUCTION

NATUREPOLITICAL ECONOMY

COMMODITIESCLASS RELATIONS

CULTURE

RELIGION EDUCATION

MEDIA

The base of society is the material aspect of a social-economic form. The superstructure is the 
aspect of social consciousness.

The base of society encompasses those aspects which are related to the material 
production process.

The superstructure of society includes social consciousness forms and institutions 
which reflect and protect the base.
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ESSENTIALLY ROOTED IN MATERIAL RELATIONS

ESSENTIALLY ROOTED IN CONSCIOUSNESS

DETERMINES

IMPACTS

BASE
SUPERSTRUCTURE

The base, as the material-based aspect of human society, determines the consciousness-based 
superstructure. The superstructure can also impact back upon the base.

All of the social consciousness forms and institutions which define the superstruc-
ture (including the legal system of human society, the state, religious institutions, art, 
etc.) are determined by the relations of production which serve as the material base of 
that society. The superstructure can never determine the material base of society but 
can only impact back upon the base. This reflects the Dialectical Materialist conception 
of the relationship between material and consciousness (see Part 1, p. 88).

As an example, we can look at the way religious institutions existed under feudal-
ism vs. how they manifest under capitalism. Under feudalism, the relations of pro-
duction determined how religious institutions existed. For example, churches owned 
lands and held serfs who worked those lands to provide for the material existence of 
the church in a manner which reflected and was suitable with the feudal relations of 
production. Another important source of revenue was donation and patronage from 
wealthy feudal lords. Feudal relations of production determined the very manner in 
which Christian churches existed in feudal Europe. The church could impact back on 
the base in various ways (such as collecting tithes from noble lords which impacted 
their material wealth, power, and status in society), but the church’s very existence—
the way in which it continued its existence in feudal society—was determined by 
feudal relations of production.

By contrast, today, religious institutions exist in very different conditions because 
the material base of capitalism is quite different from the material base of feudalism. 
Today, churches primarily continue their existence by collecting donations from 
workers (who earn wages) and from wealthy members of the bourgeoisie (who profit 
primarily from the labor of workers). This determines the manner in which religious 
institutions are able to exist under capitalism. Under capitalism, as under feudalism, 
churches—as superstructural institutions—can only impact back upon the economic 
base in various ways (such as influencing wealthy capitalists as well as workers).
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Examining any superstructural element, institution, or phenomenon will demon-
strate that this same relationship is true in all aspects of human society. The material 
base determines the way in which superstructural elements exist, while those super-
structural elements can impact back upon the material base. As Marx continues:

The mode of production of material life conditions the general process of 
social, political and intellectual life. It is not the consciousness of men that 
determines their existence, but their social existence that determines their 
consciousness.

This is crucial for understanding the relationships which define and propel human 
society forward. Human beings do not consciously decide their social existence, nor 
the objective laws which govern the world. Under feudalism, neither peasants nor 
feudal lords nor even the most powerful kings willfully and consciously determined 
the relations of production. Rather, these relations of production came about through 
material processes and developments which (as Marx defined above) were separate 
from human consciousness and will. Conversely, human consciousness is heavily con-
ditioned and determined by the material base of society, i.e. the relations and mode 
of production. Subjective human will does have a role to play in the history-making 
project, however. For instance, social revolution—brought about through the develop-
ment of class consciousness—is a prerequisite for the advancement of humanity from 
one stage of development of the mode of production to the next.

Human philosophy which develops in any given era of class society is heavily con-
ditioned and determined by the material base of that society. This is why Marx and 
Engels wrote that any investigation into human philosophy must take into consider-
ation the material base (the relations and mode of production) of the society in which 
they arose (see Annotation 37, p. 60).
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Human society is defined by a relationship between the base and superstructure. The base is 
largely defined by the material production process, which describes a dialectical relationship 

between the productive forces and the relations of production.
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In Anti-Düring, Engels explains the critical importance of the development of pro-
ductive forces in the historical advancement of human society:

The materialist conception of history starts from the principle that production 
[i.e., productive forces], and with it the exchange of the products of production 
[i.e., relations of production], is the basis of every social order [i.e., superstruc-
tural institutions]; that in every society that has appeared in history, the dis-
tribution of wealth and with it the division of society into classes or estates is 
determined by what is produced [material needs], how it is produced [productive 
forces], and how the products are exchanged [relations of production]. From this 
point of view, the final causes of all social changes and political revolutions are to 
be sought, not in the brains of men, not in men’s better insight into eternal truth 
and justice, but in changes in the modes of production and exchange.

 Understanding the relationship between the material base and superstructure is key 
to understanding Social Formation Theory, which is the core of Historical Materialism. 
According to this theory, productive forces develop until they are no longer suitable 
with existing relations of production. This eventually leads to a fundamental change in 
the relations of production and the development of a new social-economic formation 
with new relations of production and a new mode of production, and this, in turn, 
leads to changes in the superstructure of society. This pattern of development of hu-
man society reflects the Law of Suitability Between the Relations of Production and the 
Productive Forces (see Annotation 33, p. 48) as well as the Law of the Base Determin-
ing the Superstructure of Society (see Annotation 50, p. 90). Social Formation Theory is 
discussed more in Chapter 4, p. 159.

As an example, productive forces developed under feudalism over the course of 
many centuries. For most of this time, productive forces were suitable to the prevailing 
feudal relations of production. Eventually, however, new production technology and 
many other developments related to the productive forces led to a situation in which 
productive forces were no longer compatible with the feudal relations of production. 
This led to a social revolution in which the capitalist class—a newly emerged class 
which dominated the newly predominant productive forces which had developed 
under and within feudalism—took primacy and the older ruling classes of feudal 
lords and monarchs lost their positions as the ruling class, eventually dwindling away 
into irrelevancy. Meanwhile, the oppressed class of peasants transitioned into a new 
proletariat or working class, and the wage system of capitalism developed as a new 
mode of production based on these newly developed productive forces and their 
corresponding (suitable) relations of production. This change in the material base of 
society—the transition from a feudal material base to a capitalist material base—led to 
massive changes to the superstructure of society, so that nearly all superstructure ele-
ments of society today are much different from how they manifested under feudalism. 
The church, political systems, the arts, and prevailing human philosophies have all 
changed drastically because they are now determined by a capitalist mode of produc-
tion instead of feudalism. This is how Historical Materialism explains the advance of 
human society over time. Developments in productive forces lead to shifts in relations 
of production, and changes in relations of production lead to the development of new 
forms of class society which lead to changes in the superstructure of human society.
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Over time, productive forces develop continuously until they are no longer suitable with 
relations of production. Eventually, the relations of production must develop into a new form 

which is suitable with productive forces. These changes in the base of society will, in turn, lead to 
deep changes to the superstructure of society.

In the preface to A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy, Marx and Engels 
outline an objective basis for the study of human history:

In studying such transformations it is always necessary to distinguish between 
the material transformation of the economic conditions of production, which can 
be determined with the precision of natural science, and the legal, political, reli-
gious, artistic or philosophic – in short, ideological forms in which men become 
conscious of this conflict and fight it out.

This groundbreaking understanding of human history—which is the material basis 
of Historical Materialism—transforms the study of history into a scientific field by 
recognizing the progression of human society through various stages of class society 
as material processes which have objective and even predictable aspects.

Marx goes on to describe how previous generations of historians failed to put the 
study of history on a scientific basis due to errors of idealism:

Just as one does not judge an individual by what he thinks about himself, so 
one cannot judge such a period of transformation by its consciousness, but, on 
the contrary, this consciousness must be explained from the contradictions of 
material life, from the conflict existing between the social forces of production 
and the relations of production.

Previous generations of historians who believed that history was primarily a study 
of human consciousness fundamentally understood the nature of the forces which 
shape and advance human society. By putting emphasis and primacy on the ideas 
and philosophies of the ruling class, previous historians could have no hope of under-
standing the history of human development on a scientific basis. Only by studying the 
underlying material basis of society and its development—through the development 
of productive forces—can we see history as a phenomenon which has objective and 
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predictable properties. In other words, the application of the principles and objective 
laws of Dialectical Materialism—with its understanding of the relationship between 
the material and consciousness—is what makes Historical Materialism a scientific 
understanding of history. Historical Materialism helps us to understand that there 
are underlying material forces (i.e., the development of forces of production and, by 
extension, relations of production) which lead to superstructural elements of human 
society. As Marx and Engels go on to explain:

No social order is ever destroyed before all the productive forces for which it 
is sufficient have been developed, and new superior relations of production never 
replace older ones before the material conditions for their existence have ma-
tured within the framework of the old society.

In other words, development in human society does not result from development 
in human consciousness. Superstructural institutions and ideologies such as philos-
ophies, art, and religion do not determine the progress of human society from one 
mode of production to the next. They can impact back on the material base of society. 
In particular, class consciousness and social revolution are important factors in the 
advancement of class society.

In the end, the determining factor of human development is the material base. 
Human society will never advance from one mode of production to the next until the 
material conditions have been established. These material conditions are always root-
ed in the development of the productive forces and resulting changes in the relations 
of production. So long as the productive forces remain suitable and harmonious with 
the prevailing relations of production, the existing mode of production will contin-
ue to dominate human society. However, as soon as productive forces are no longer 
compatible with the predominant relations of production, new relations will begin to 
develop which will lead to an advancement to a new mode of production.

No development in human consciousness alone could ever have led to the transi-
tion from feudalism to capitalism. No great thinker, philosopher, artist, nor religious 
figure could have fundamentally shifted the mode of production from feudal relations 
of production to capitalist relations of production. Only changes to the material base, 
i.e., developments in productive forces, could lead from one mode of production to the 
next. Understanding the dynamics between productive forces and the mode of pro-
duction (as well as the dialectical relationship between the material base of society and 
the superstructure of society) is what allows Historical Materialism to place the study 
of human history on an objective, scientific basis. Engels described the objective basis 
of the development of human society in Socialism: Utopian and Scientific:

…conflict between productive forces and modes of production is not a conflict 
engendered in the mind of man, like that between original sin and divine justice. 
It exists, in fact, objectively, outside us, independently of the will and actions 
even of the men that have brought it on.

It is thanks to social revolutions that the old relations of production of societies have 
been replaced by new relations of production which are more suitable to the develop-
ment needs of the developed productive forces.
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Social revolutions thus give way to new forms of relations of production, which in 
turn allow for the development of productive forces to continue.

Annotation 38

In the framework of Historical Materialism, the term social revolution is specifically 
defined as a social process which culminates in relations of production undergoing an 
essential change such that a new mode of production develops. Social revolutions are 
always preceded by the development of productive forces to such a high degree that 
they are no longer suitable with established relations of production. The newly estab-
lished relations of production which result from a social revolution must invariably be 
more suitable to the development needs of the newly developed productive forces.

Development needs are the prerequisite conditions which are necessary to stabilize 
productive forces and establish a new mode of production which can properly accom-
modate productive forces in the newly developed higher form.

Social revolution is a broad phenomenon in human society which takes place across 
the span of global human society, though some regions and nations may lag behind 
and participate more slowly than others in these processes.

For example: feudalism did not transition to capitalism all at once. Instead, the 
transition was gradual and took place more quickly in some locations than in others. 
In some nations, like England and the USA, capitalism was established relatively early 
and the capitalist mode of production set in quickly, whereas in other nations, like 
Russia and Vietnam, feudal relations of production persisted for much longer. Howev-
er, once a new mode of production develops, it will eventually transform all of human 
society. This is partly because the new society's productive forces will exist at such a 
higher state that the older mode of production cannot hope to compete. Social revo-
lution involves human consciousness and will, as human beings must participate in 
social activity to bring about revolutionary change in society. However, this conscious 
activity is determined by the material conditions brought about by the development of 
productive forces and can never precede those material conditions.

1 2 3 4

A) Quantity Range C) Period of Motion

B) Quality Shift

This diagram shows the anatomy of dialectical development. Over time, changes in quantity 
lead to shifts in quality. This process is explained in detail in Part 1 starting on p. 163.

Note that new relations of production initially arise within the older, pre-existing 
mode of production. Capitalist relations of production first emerged within the feu-
dal mode of production, and for some time capitalist relations of production existed 
simultaneously with feudal relations of production until a quality shift occurred in the 
form of social revolution which allowed the capitalist class to take power as the new 
ruling class, after which the feudal classes gradually transitioned out of power over 
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human society. This is in accordance with the objective laws and properties of devel-
opment as described within the framework of Materialist Dialectics: productive forces 
and new relations of production develop gradually, over time, through a series of 
quantity shifts, until there is a quality shift (i.e., social revolution) which gives way to 
the newer, higher mode of production.

The productive forces will continue to develop after a social revolution takes place 
and a new mode of production is established. Indeed, since the new mode of produc-
tion will be more suitable with the more developed productive forces, development 
can occur much more rapidly as soon as the older, obsolete mode of production has 
given way to the new mode of production.

In Socialism: Utopian and Scientific, Engels describes how this process of social rev-
olution took place within the feudal mode of production to give way to the capitalist 
mode of production. Engels explains that capitalist relations of production initially 
arose within the feudal mode of production, and development of production forces 
under these newly developed relations of production soon overpowered feudal rela-
tions of production. This led to social revolution which gave the capitalist class prima-
cy over older feudal powers, and once the capitalist class became the ruling class the 
productive forces could develop more freely and efficiently since they were no longer 
restrained and hindered by the obsolete feudal mode of production:

The mode of production peculiar to the bourgeoisie, known, since Marx, as the 
capitalist mode of production, was incompatible with the feudal system, with the 
privileges it conferred upon individuals, entire social ranks and local corpora-
tions, as well as with the hereditary ties of subordination which constituted the 
framework of its social organization. The bourgeoisie broke up the feudal sys-
tem and built upon its ruins the capitalist order of society, the kingdom of free 
competition, of personal liberty, of the equality, before the law, of all commodity 
owners, of all the rest of the capitalist blessings. Thenceforward, the capitalist 
mode of production could develop in freedom.

The relationship between productive forces and relations of production constitute 
a dialectical contradiction which poses material and technological content against the 
social-economic form of the production process.

Annotation 39

The universal category pair of content and form is described in Annotation 30 of this 
book as well as on p. 147 of Part 1.

The productive forces are considered to be the content of the material base of human 
society while the relations of production are the stable social-economic form which the 
content of productive forces take. Together, this content and form compose the mode 
of production which exists as the material base of human society in any given period 
of class society.

This may, at first, seem confusing. However, things become more clear when we 
remember that within the Dialectical Materialist framework, all things, phenomena, 
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and ideas are defined by internal and external relationships with one another. These 
relationships are dialectical in nature, meaning that these relationships lead to change 
and development within and/or between the related subjects. Thus, we can define all 
of the concepts mentioned above in terms of Materialist Dialectics:

The social-economic form of humanity simply refers to society; that is to say, all the 
relationships which human beings have with one another relating to the economic 
base and social superstructure of society within a given period of history.

A social-economic form can be expressed primarily as a dialectical relationship be-
tween the material base and the superstructure. In this relationship, the material base 
determines the superstructure while the Superstructure can impact back on the mate-
rial base. This is in line with the Dialectical Materialist understanding of the relation-
ship between the material and human consciousness (see Part 1, p. 88).

The material base of human society in a given historical period consists of a dialec-
tical relationship between the productive forces (the content of the material base) and 
the relations of production (the form of the material base). In this relationship, the 
content determines the way in which the material base of human society exists, and 
the form can impact back upon the content.

Now, let’s examine the structure of both feudalism and capitalism with these Mate-
rialist Dialectical definitions in mind.
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Feudal society has complex social relations with various classes competing for benefits from the 
means of production. Capitalism has a simpler class structure with the vast majority of humans 

relegated to the proletarian working class. 
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Content and Form of Feudal Society
Feudalism is a social-economic form of human society which consists of feudal 

productive forces as content and feudal relations of production as form. Specifically, 
the feudal productive forces include agricultural resources and technologies including 
farmland, crops, farm animals, and simple agricultural equipment like plows, hand 
tools, and so on. Feudal productive forces also include human labor and the labor of 
beasts of burden. Together, these productive forces are the content of the material base 
of feudal society.

Feudal relations of production are the social form of the material production process 
in the material base of feudal society. These relations include several classes, including 
ruling classes which include nobles, monarchs, and religious clergy, as well as vari-
ous laboring classes, which predominantly include peasants as well as other laboring 
classes such as craft guildsmen, merchants, and so on. The relations of production con-
sist of the relationships between all these classes as well as relationships between those 
classes and other productive forces such as farmland, tools, etc. Feudal relations of 
production are thus a complex configuration in which nobles own farmlands, peasants 
work the farmlands, and other classes relate to the productive forces and with each 
other in various ways.

The relationship between the content (productive forces) and the form (relations of 
production) of feudal society is dialectical. This means that the productive forces and 
relations of production lead to changes and development in one another and, by ex-
tension, changes and development in the whole of the material base of feudal society. 
Changes in the material base also lead to changes in the superstructure of society.

Eventually, feudal productive forces developed to such a degree that they were no 
longer compatible with feudal relations of production. Elements of the merchant and 
noble classes developed factories and machinery which enabled productive forces to 
develop to such a high degree that they were no longer compatible with feudal re-
lations of production. This eventually led to social revolution (a quality shift) which 
gave the newly formed bourgeois class rulership over society. This was the dawn of 
the capitalist mode of production.

Content and Form of Capitalist Society
Capitalism is a social-economic form of human society which consists of capitalist 

productive forces as content and capitalist relations of production as form.
Specifically, capitalist productive forces include industrialized resources and tech-

nologies including factories and socialized production processes and technologies that 
include complex machinery, computers and information systems, and various other 
highly developed production technologies, together with natural resources which are 
predominantly owned by the capitalist class. Together, these productive forces com-
pose the content of the material base of capitalist society.

Capitalist class structure/relations of production are much more simple than feudal 
class structure/relations of production. There are two essential classes under capital-
ism: the ruling capitalist class, which owns nearly all of the means of production such 
as factories, equipment, and technologies, as well as the proletariat (also known as the 
working class), which operates the means of production.
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The content (productive forces) and form (relations of production) of capitalism 
have exist in dialectical unity with one another. This relationship defines and develops 
the material base of society which, in turn, drives the development of the superstruc-
ture. This is the basis of Social Formation Theory which is discussed more in Annota-
tion 98, p. 176.

The productive forces of capitalist society have already developed to such a high 
degree that they are no longer suitable with the capitalist relations of production. This 
will inevitably lead to social revolution which will allow the proletariat to become the 
ruling class. Since the proletariat includes the vast majority of human beings on Earth, 
this will bring about the end of class society and will usher in a new era: a stateless, 
classless society called communism.

The motion of this contradiction between productive forces and relations of produc-
tion is a process that passes back and forth between suitability and opposition, in ac-
cordance with the Law of Suitability, which is a manifestation of the universal Law of 
Unification and Contradiction Between Opposites. The contradiction between produc-
tive forces and relations of production also follows the Law of Transformation Between 
Quantity and Quality as well as the Law of Negation of Negation.

Annotation 40

In Materialist Dialectics, motion simply refers to change and development, and all 
motion/change/development arises from relationships between things, phenomena, 
and ideas (see Part 1, p. 119).

The Three Universal Laws of Materialist Dialectics
Materialist Dialectics contains three universal laws which describe the development 

of all things, phenomena, and ideas. These laws are:

1.	 The Law of Transformation Between Quantity and Quality.

2.	 The Law of Unification and Contradiction Between Opposites.

3.	 The Law of Negation of Negation.

These laws are further defined in Appendix C of Part 1 on p. 248. The Law of Suit-
ability Between the Relations of Production and the Productive Forces is a manifesta-
tion of these laws in human society.

The Law of Suitability Between Relations of Production and Productive Forces
The Law of Suitability Between Realtions of Production and Productive Forces (also 

known as the Law of Suitability) states that:
“The development level of productive forces must suit the development level of the 

relations of production.”
Whenever productive forces develop to such a degree that they are no longer suit-

able with the relations of production, this creates an objective need for the relations of 
production to change. Until relations of production develop to a more suitable form, 
the material production processes will be inefficient and many problems will arise.
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Engels described how the Law of Suitability led to the rise of capitalist productive 
forces within feudal society in Socialism: Utopian and Scientific:

Before capitalist production  — i.e., in the Middle Ages — the system of petty 
industry obtained generally, based upon the private property of the laborers in 
their means of production; in the country, the agriculture of the small peasant, 
freeman, or serf; in the towns, the handicrafts organized in guilds. The instru-
ments of labor — land, agricultural implements, the workshop, the tool — were 
the instruments of labor of single individuals, adapted for the use of one worker, 
and, therefore, of necessity, small, dwarfish, circumscribed. But, for this very 
reason, they belonged as a rule to the producer himself. To concentrate these 
scattered, limited means of production, to enlarge them, to turn them into the 
powerful levers of production of the present day — this was precisely the histor-
ic role of capitalist production and of its upholder, the bourgeoisie. In the fourth 
section of Capital, Marx has explained in detail how since the 15th century this 
has been historically worked out through the three phases of simple co-opera-
tion, manufacture, and modern industry. But the bourgeoisie, as is shown there, 
could not transform these puny means of production into mighty productive 
forces without transforming them, at the same time, from means of production 
of the individual into social means of production only workable by a collectiv-
ity of men. The spinning wheel, the handloom, the blacksmith’s hammer, were 
replaced by the spinning-machine, the power-loom, the steam-hammer; the 
individual workshop, by the factory implying the co-operation of hundreds and 
thousands of workmen. In like manner, production itself changed from a series of 
individual into a series of social acts, and the production from individual to social 
products.

Productive forces were developed to such a high degree that they became hopelessly 
unsuitable to the feudal relations of production. This led to an objective need for social 
revolution, so that relations of production could give way to a new capitalist mode of 
production.

As Engels writes:
But with the extension of the production of commodities, and especially with 

the introduction of the capitalist mode of production, the laws of commodi-
ty-production, hitherto latent, came into action more openly and with greater 
force. The old bonds were loosened, the old exclusive limits broken through, the 
producers were more and more turned into independent, isolated producers of 
commodities. . . It was the increasing organization of production, upon a social 
basis, in every individual productive establishment. By this, the old, peaceful, sta-
ble condition of things was ended. Wherever this organization of production was 
introduced into a branch of industry, it brooked no other method of production 
by its side. The field of labor became a battle-ground. The great geographical dis-
coveries, and the colonization following them, multiplied markets and quickened 
the transformation of handicraft into manufacture. The war did not simply break 
out between the individual producers of particular localities. The local struggles 
begat, in their turn, national conflicts, the commercial wars of the 17th and 18th 
centuries.
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Once capitalist relations of production and capitalist productive forces overtook 
the material base of human society, older feudal relations of production simply could 
not keep up. Thus, the less suitable form of Feudal Society weakened and eventually 
collapsed, leading to our current era of capitalism.

This historical example illustrates the Law of Suitability in action: once productive 
forces became so developed that they were no longer suitable with Feudal relations 
of production, it necessitated the development of relations of production which were 
suitable with the newly developed productive forces, which were labelled “capitalist.” 
This led to social revolution which established a new Mode of Production in which 
these capitalist productive forces and capitalist relations of production were suitable 
with one another in accordance with the Law of Suitability.

The Law of Suitability manifests the Law of Unification and Contradiction Be-
tween Opposites of Materialist Dialectics.

According to V. I. Lenin’s Summary of Dialectics, the Universal Law of Unification 
and Contradiction Between Opposites states that:

The fundamental, originating, and universal driving force of all motion and 
development processes is the inherent and objective contradiction which exists in 
all things, phenomena, and ideas.

Whenever two subjects exist in a dialectical relationship with one another, they are 
said to be in unity because they define one another, and they are said to be in contra-
diction because they develop one another.

The Law of Suitability Between Relations of Production and Productive Forces mere-
ly describes how the Law of Unification and Contradiction applies to the content (the 
productive forces) and social form (relations of production) of the material base of 
human society.

Specifically, the dialectical relationship between productive forces and relations of 
production drives the development of the material production process which is de-
fined by this relationship.

The Law of Suitability manifests the Law of Transformation Between Quantity 
and Quality of Materialist Dialectics.

The Law of Transformation Between Quantity and Quality is defined by Friedrich 
Engels in Dialectics of Nature in the following terms:

In nature, in a manner exactly fixed for each individual case, qualitative 
changes can only occur by the quantitative addition or subtraction of matter or 
motion.

When productive forces and relations of production are suitable with one another, 
it allows for the efficient development of the relations of production to occur. Even-
tually, this development rises to such a quantity that productive forces are no longer 
compatible with existing relations of production. This, in turn, leads to a quality shift 
as new relations of production arise and replace (or negate) the older, less suitable 
relations of production.

In this manner, the dialectical relationship between productive forces and relations 
of production adheres to the Law of Transformation Between Quantity and Quality.
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The Law of Suitability manifests the Law of Negation of Negation of Materialist 
Dialectics.

The Law of Negation of Negation is defined by Engels in Anti-Dühring as follows:
The true, natural, historical, and dialectical negation is (formally) the moving 

source of all development – the division into opposites, their struggle and reso-
lution, and what is more, on the basis of experience gained, the original point is 
achieved again (partly in history, fully in thought), but at a higher stage.

Put more simply, this law states that change and development always takes place, 
eventually, in the form of negation as one contradicting subject overtakes another. The 
dialectical relationship between productive forces and relations of production clear-
ly adheres to this universal law since the quality shift which occurs when one mode 
of relation overtakes another is an act of negation. For example, capitalism arose to 
contradict feudalism and, eventually, negated feudalism to become the predominant 
mode of production.

Thus, we can see that the Law of Suitability Between Relations of Production and 
Productive Forces is merely a manifestation of the Three Universal Laws of Materialist 
Dialectics as they pertain to the development of human society.

By nature, the contradiction between productive forces and relations of production 
(which defines the material production process) generally drives development in a grad-
ual and sequential manner. It is also possible, however, for sudden rapid developments 
to occur, or for sequential steps to be bypassed.

Annotation 41

Development of productive forces and relations of production tends to be gradual 
and sequential in accordance with the universal laws of Materialist Dialectics.

Development is typically gradual in accordance with the Law of Transformation 
Between Quantity and Quality. In most instances, productive forces are developed rel-
atively slowly in terms of quantity until a quality shift occurs after some threshold has 
been surpassed. This pattern of development is discussed more in Part 1, p. 163.

Development is typically sequential simply because the conditions to bypass a 
stage of development are rare, and development of human society tends to follow the 
development of productive forces which themselves rely on gradual and sequential 
development of science, technology, organizational systems, etc. Marx describes this 
sequential pattern of development in A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy:

No social order is ever destroyed before all the productive forces for which it 
is sufficient have been developed, and new superior relations of production never 
replace older ones before the material conditions for their existence have ma-
tured within the framework of the old society.

Mankind thus 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 
material conditions for its solution are already present or at least in the course of 
formation.

As an example, it would be absurd to imagine that agrarian medieval Europeans 
under the feudal mode of production might have developed nuclear power plants. 
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This is because, as Marx described, feudal relations of production and productive 
forces were not nearly sufficient to produce such technology. Human beings living 
in the feudal era did not even ponder such matters as nuclear power plants because 
the problems of nuclear power production had not even presented themselves yet. In 
that era, the material conditions for the existence of nuclear power plants had not yet 
developed. A great many intervening steps and developments, including the develop-
ment of capitalist relations of production and productive forces, had to occur before 
human beings could begin grappling with the problem of nuclear power generation.

That said, it is possible—and there are historical examples of—bypassing stages of 
development both in terms of productive forces and relations of production. There 
were some nations where productive forces rapidly advanced and bypassed stages of 
development through interaction with foreign cultures. Vietnam, for example, went 
directly from simple agrarian practices of the feudal era all the way through the era of 
French colonization and then suddenly and rapidly developed industrialized agricul-
tural processes with the assistance of the Soviet Union starting from the revolutionary 
era of the 1950s and especially after the end of the revolutionary war in 1975. This 
allowed Vietnamese farmers to bypass many stages of technological development of 
productive forces.

In terms of relations of production, Vietnam’s society is currently attempting to 
bypass the capitalist mode of production altogether. That is to say, the Vietnamese 
people and government are attempting to build towards socialism and eventual-
ly communism without ever giving the capitalist class control over the Vietnamese 
social-economic formation. This attempt at building socialism while bypassing capital-
ism has gone through several stages already:

•	 The Revolutionary Economy (1945-1975): During which wars were fought 
against fascist Japan, colonial France, and the imperialist United States to free 
the Vietnamese people from foreign oppression and the Communist Party of 
Vietnam was developed into the leading force of social revolution in Vietnam.

•	 The Subsidizing Economy (1975-1986): This was an attempt to move fully and 
immediately into communist relations of production. These efforts ultimately 
proved to be too aggressive and unrealistic, as productive forces could not be 
developed rapidly enough for suitable relations of production to develop.

•	 The Socialism-Oriented Market Economy Era (1986-present): This is the cur-
rent era of Vietnamese social revolution, during which time market reforms have 
been implemented in an attempt to develop productive forces without allowing 
capitalists to take control of the state and economy. The first era of this economy 
was known as “Đổi Mới,” which is Vietnamese for “Renovation.” The focus and 
priority of this era has been the transformation of Vietnam into a medium-in-
come nation with well-developed industrial productive forces. The Đổi Mới 
era has just successfully come to an end and Vietnam is now entering into the 
“Rising Nation” era, with the goal of becoming a medium-high-income nation 
by 2030 and a high-income nation which can implement full socialism by 2045. 
These efforts and struggles are described in detail by Vietnamese experts using 
Historical Materialist analysis in Appendix G, p. 254.
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In a speech called "Building a People of Socialism," Ho Chi Minh explained that one 
of the chief goals of Vietnamese social revolution is to build a socialist people with 
socialist values and manners:

We won against colonialism and feudalism. Our main mission now is to win 
against backwardness and poverty, to build socialism, and to make our people live 
in happiness. That mission is great but also very difficult. But if our Party and 
our entire people are determined, we will definitely achieve it.

In order to build socialism, first and foremost, we need to have socialist people.

In the current era, the people, government, and Communist Party of Vietnam have 
the ambition to build socialist relations of production over the coming decades while 
bypassing the domination of Vietnamese society by the capitalist class.

Hastening the development of socialism and the bypassing or termination of capital-
ist class society is the primary task of Scientific Socialism, which is Part 4 of the vol-
ume this text is taken from, and which we hope to translate in the future. The concept 
of “bypassing” stages of development is discussed more in Annotation 23, p. 34. The 
role of social consciousness in bringing about social revolution is discussed more in 
Annotation 67 on p. 115.

The contradiction between the productive forces and the relations of production are 
the basis for The Law of Suitability Between the Relations of Production and the Development of 
the Productive Forces which states that:

“The development level of productive forces must suit the development level of the 
relations of production.”

This law is the most essential driving force for the movement and development of 
the mode of production of the material base of human society and, by extension, of the 
development of human society in its entirety.

Annotation 42

Summary of Chapter 1
Dialectical Materialism is a system of philosophy and methodology which asserts 

that the material determines consciousness while consciousness can impact back upon 
the material. Materialist Dialectics is a methodology derived from Dialectical Mate-
rialism which holds that all things, phenomena, and ideas are constantly changing 
and developing at all times, and that this change and development is driven by rela-
tionships. Materialist Dialectics also holds that all things, phenomena, and ideas are 
defined by those same relationships.

Human class society in any given stage of development is defined by the dialec-
tical relationship between the material base and the superstructure. This dialectical 
relationship between the base and superstructure drives the development of human 
society. Within this development process, the base determines the superstructure 
while the superstructure is able to impact back on the base. This is in accordance with 
the Dialectical Materialist understanding of the relationship between the material and 
conscious activity.

The material base of society is itself defined by the dialectical relationship between 
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productive forces (the content of the material base) and relationships of production 
(the social form of the material base). In this relationship, the productive forces de-
termine the relations of production while the relations of production can only impact 
back on the productive forces. This is in accordance with the properties of the uni-
versal category pair of content and form as defined in the framework of Materialist 
Dialectics (see Part 1, p. 147).

The quantity of productive forces develops over time through various innovations in 
science, technology, organizational systems, etc.

Eventually, productive forces will develop to such an extent that they are no longer 
suitable with relations of production. At this point, the relations of production will 
have undergone a quality shift which will eventually lead to relations of production 
and, by extension, a change in the mode of production and the material base of so-
ciety. This is in accordance with the Law of Transformation Between Quantity and 
Quality within the Materialist Dialectical framework (see Part 1, p. 163).

The quality shift from one mode of production to the next is carried out through 
social revolution, which is the process by which one or more ruling classes emerge to 
dominate the material base. Once the social revolution is complete, human society will 
enter a new stage of development and the cycle will restart in terms of development of 
the mode of production which drives the advancement of human society. This process 
is defined by the Law of Suitability Between Relations of Production and Productive 
Forces and is also governed by the three universal laws of Materialist Dialectics (see 
Annotation 40, p. 66).

From all of this we can conclude that the development of all of human society is 
driven by the development of productive forces. Productive forces determine the 
relations of production, which determine the mode of production, which determine 
the material base of human society, which determines the superstructure of human 
society. Understanding that the productive forces are the driving force of development 
of human society is what allows us to view history as an objective and somewhat pre-
dictable process. This puts the study of human history and society on a scientific basis. 
This scientific analysis of humanity is the basis of social formation theory, which is the 
core of Historical Materialism.

In the next section we will examine the material base and superstructure in more 
detail in order to better understand how the dialectical relationship between the two 
drives the development of human society.
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CHAPTER 2
DIALECTICS OF THE BASE AND SUPERSTRUCTURE

I . DEFINITIONS OF THE BASE AND THE SUPERSTRUCTURE
1. Definition of the base
The concept of the base or material base or economic base refers to the totality of rela-

tions of production that constitute the economic structure of the society.

Annotation 43

Karl Marx first accurately described the relationship between base and superstructure in Capital.

As discussed more fully in Annotation 11, p. 16, the word “economy” refers to social 
activities which aim to solve the following questions:

1.	 What to produce?

2.	 How to produce?

3.	 Produce for whom?
The economic base, therefore, encompasses all the aspects of society which relate to 

humanity’s efforts to solve these questions through material production processes. In 
accordance with the Materialist Dialectical Principle of General Relations (which holds 
that all things, phenomena, and ideas are defined by internal and external relation-
ships), we can define the material base by the following relationships:

•	 An internal relationship between productive forces and relations of production.

•	 An external relationship with the superstructure of society.
The internal and external relations described above drive change and development 

of human society in accordance with the universal laws and principles of Materialist 
Dialectics (see Part 1, p. 107). This is the basis of Social Formation Theory (see p. 159).

The base of a society, in all its motion, is made up of:
•	 The dominant relations of production
•	 The remnant relations of production
•	 The new relations of production
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These descriptions of different relations of production which can exist in human so-
ciety are all relative to the predominant relations of production of the currently exist-
ing mode of production.

Dominant relations of production include the relations of production which are cur-
rently the most commonly found in the current form of a given society. The class or 
classes which have control over the dominant relations of production are the ruling 
class(es).

Remnant relations of production include relations of production which are held over 
from a previous form of society.

New relations of production include relations of production which are newly emerging 
and, given enough development, will give way to a new mode of production and a 
new stage of development for human society.

STRUCTURE OF RELATIONS OF PRODUCTION UNDER

DOMINANT

FEUDAL
RELATIONS OF PRODUCTION

REMNANT

SLAVERY SOCIETY
RELATIONS OF PRODUCTION

NEW

CAPITALIST
RELATIONS OF PRODUCTION

FEUDALISM

Although the feudal relations of production were dominant throughout the feudal era, remnant 
productions from the preceding mode of production continued existing in remnant form as 

capitalist relations of production were also beginning to develop.

As an example: during the feudal era, the dominant relations of production were 
feudal relations of production, which revolved around ownership of land by noble 
lords, working of the land by peasants, development of goods by craft guildsmen, 
trade by merchants, etc. During this era, remnant relations of production from the pre-
vious era of ancient slave societies continued to exist, but they were not the predomi-
nant relations of production under feudalism. Also, during feudalism, new relations of 
production—specifically, capitalist relations of production—developed as new classes 
(the bourgeoisie and the proletariat) began to emerge. An example of this develop-
ment is how people began producing commodities for exchange at a market, rather 
than only producing directly for local use, consumption, and subsistence. Another 
example would be the development of early stock exchanges and joint stock compa-
nies, such as the Dutch East India Company21. Eventually, the new capitalist relations 
of production overtook feudal relations of production through social revolution. This 
led to the current era of capitalism.

21	 Established in 1602, this was one of the first joint-stock corporations in the world. A monopoly granted 
by the Dutch government to trade with Asia gave the Company great power and wealth.
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Under capitalism, the dominant relations of production are capitalist relations of 
production, which has the bourgeoisie (or capitalist class) owning the means of pro-
duction as the ruling class and the proletariat operating the means of production as 
wage laborers. Even today, there still exist remnant relations of production (for in-
stance, there are still monarchs and nobles in nations like England, Saudi Arabia, and 
Thailand which continue to possess great wealth and still wield varying degrees of 
social and political power). There are also new relations of production emerging in 
socialist nations like Vietnam and Cuba which are attempting to build socialism via a 
dictatorship of the proletariat with the ambition to eventually do away with capitalism 
altogether.

Given that development in human society is inevitable [see page 33], each society will 
eventually manifest some certain new relations of production. These new relations of 
production form a seed which will eventually overtake the dominant relations of pro-
duction and give way to a new form of society.

Annotation 45

Second Form

Initial Form

Third Form

Contradicting
Subject

Contradicting
Subject

First Negation

Second Negation

Third Form resembles initial form
at a higher level of development

In dialectical development, characteristics are carried forward from one stage of development to 
the next from both the initial and contradicting subjects.

Materialist Dialectics holds that characteristics are carried forward from previous 
stages of development as a subject transforms through contradiction. These character-
istics are carried forward from negating as well as negated subjects which contributed 
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to the development of the presently existing subject. This is the Materialist Dialectical 
explanation for why the “seed” of capitalism existed in previous stages of develop-
ment of human society.

Marx and Engels explained that this seed of capitalism was already present in the 
feudal system in Manifesto of the Communist Party. The embryonic capitalist relations of 
production soon developed productive forces which were no longer compatible with 
predominant feudal relations of production. This led to the feudal relations of pro-
duction being “burst asunder” through social revolution, which resulted in a shift in 
humanity’s mode of production from feudalism to capitalism:

We see then: the means of production and of exchange, on whose foundation 
the bourgeoisie built itself up, were generated in feudal society. At a certain stage 
in the development of these means of production and of exchange, the conditions 
under which feudal society produced and exchanged, the feudal organisation 
of agriculture and manufacturing industry, in one word, the feudal relations of 
property became no longer compatible with the already developed productive 
forces; they became so many fetters. They had to be burst asunder; they were 
burst asunder.

Into their place stepped free competition, accompanied by a social and political 
constitution adapted in it, and the economic and political sway of the bourgeois 
class.

The Manifesto also explains that the capitalist mode of production contains the seed 
of proletarian revolution which will eventually lead to the downfall of capitalism and 
the end of class society altogether:

The essential conditions for the existence and for the sway of the bourgeois 
class is the formation and augmentation of capital; the condition for capital is 
wage-labour. Wage-labour rests exclusively on competition between the labour-
ers. The advance of industry, whose involuntary promoter is the bourgeoisie, 
replaces the isolation of the labourers, due to competition, by the revolutionary 
combination, due to association. The development of Modern Industry, therefore, 
cuts from under its feet the very foundation on which the bourgeoisie produces 
and appropriates products. What the bourgeoisie therefore produces, above all, 
are its own grave-diggers. Its fall and the victory of the proletariat are equally 
inevitable.

In Socialism: Utopian and Scientific, Friedrich Engels explains how the productive 
forces were already becoming unsuitable to capitalist relations of production even in 
his day and age, and that this constitutes an objective phenomenon which will eventu-
ally lead to social revolution and the end of capitalism:

The present situation of society — this is now pretty generally conceded — is 
the creation of the ruling class of today, of the bourgeoisie. The mode of pro-
duction peculiar to the bourgeoisie, known, since Marx, as the capitalist mode of 
production, was incompatible with the feudal system, with the privileges it con-
ferred upon individuals, entire social ranks and local corporations, as well as with 
the hereditary ties of subordination which constituted the framework of its 
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social organization. The bourgeoisie broke up the feudal system and built upon 
its ruins the capitalist order of society, the kingdom of free competition, of per-
sonal liberty, of the equality, before the law, of all commodity owners, of all the 
rest of the capitalist blessings. Thenceforward, the capitalist mode of production 
could develop in freedom. Since steam, machinery, and the making of machines 
by machinery transformed the older manufacture into modern industry, the pro-
ductive forces, evolved under the guidance of the bourgeoisie, developed with a 
rapidity and in a degree unheard of before. But just as the older manufacture, in 
its time, and handicraft, becoming more developed under its influence, had come 
into collision with the feudal trammels of the guilds, so now modern industry, in 
its complete development, comes into collision with the bounds within which the 
capitalist mode of production holds it confined. The new productive forces have 
already outgrown the capitalistic mode of using them. And this conflict between 
productive forces and modes of production is not a conflict engendered in the 
mind of man, like that between original sin and divine justice. It exists, in fact, 
objectively, outside us, independently of the will and actions even of the men 
that have brought it on. Modern Socialism is nothing but the reflex, in thought, 
of this conflict in fact; its ideal reflection in the minds, first, of the class directly 
suffering under it, the working class.

In Anti-Dühring, Engels explains that the development of capitalist productive 
forces builds up the proletariat in size and strength, leading to increasing unsuitability 
between productive forces and capitalist relations of production. This is the seed of 
communism, already planted within the capitalist mode of production:

If the introduction and increase of machinery means the displacement of mil-
lions of manual by a few machine-workers, improvement in machinery means 
the displacement of more and more of the machine-workers themselves. It 
means, in the last instance, the production of a number of available wage-work-
ers in excess of the average needs of capital, the formation of a complete indus-
trial reserve army, as I called it in 1845, available at the times when industry 
is working at high pressure, to be cast out upon the street when the inevitable 
crash comes, a constant dead-weight upon the limbs of the working class in its 
struggle for existence with capital, a regulator for the keeping of wages down 
to the low level that suits the interests of capital. Thus it comes about, to quote 
Marx, that machinery becomes the most powerful weapon in the war of capital 
against the working class; that the instruments of labour constantly tear the 
means of subsistence out of the hands of the labourer; that the very product of 
the worker is turned into an instrument for his subjugation. Thus it comes about 
that the economising of the instruments of labour becomes at the same time, 
from the outset, the most reckless waste of labour-power, and robbery based 
upon the normal conditions under which labour functions; that machinery, the 
most powerful instrument for shortening labour-time, becomes the most unfail-
ing means for placing every moment of the labourer’s time and that of his fam-
ily at the disposal of the capitalist for the purpose of expanding the value of his 
capital. Thus it comes about that the overwork of some becomes the preliminary 
condition for the idleness of others, and that modern industry, which hunts 
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after new consumers over the whole world, forces the consumption of the masses 
at home down to a starvation minimum, and in doing this destroys its own home 
market. “The law that always equilibrates the relative surplus-population, or 
industrial reserve army, to the extent and energy of accumulation, this law rivets 
the labourer to capital more firmly than the wedges of Vulcan did Prometheus 
to the rock. It establishes an accumulation of misery corresponding with accu-
mulation of capital. Accumulation of wealth at one pole is, therefore, at the same 
time accumulation of misery, agony of toil, slavery, ignorance, brutality, mental 
degradation, at the opposite pole, i.e., on the side of the class that produces its 
own product in the form of capital. . . Whilst the capitalist mode of production 
more and more completely transforms the great majority of the population into 
proletarians, it creates the power which, under penalty of its own destruction, is 
forced to accomplish this revolution.”

Such inherent and destabilizing contradictions within the capitalist mode of pro-
duction – i.e., the seed of communism which is contained within capitalism – are the 
subjects of such great works as Capital by Karl Marx and Imperialism: the Highest Stage 
of Capitalism by Lenin and are a key subject of the study of Political Economy.

The end of the capitalist mode of production will end class society entirely, allowing 
humanity to enter a new era of stateless, classless society, as Marx and Engels explain 
in the Manifesto:

When, in the course of development, class distinctions have disappeared, and 
all production has been concentrated in the hands of a vast association of the 
whole nation, the public power will lose its political character. Political power, 
properly so called, is merely the organised power of one class for oppressing 
another. If the proletariat during its contest with the bourgeoisie is compelled, by 
the force of circumstances, to organise itself as a class, if, by means of a revolu-
tion, it makes itself the ruling class, and, as such, sweeps away by force the old 
conditions of production, then it will, along with these conditions, have swept 
away the conditions for the existence of class antagonisms and of classes general-
ly, and will thereby have abolished its own supremacy as a class.

In place of the old bourgeois society, with its classes and class antagonisms, we 
shall have an association, in which the free development of each is the condition 
for the free development of all.

The dominant relations of production are those which have risen above all other rela-
tions of production. The dominant relations of production set the course of direction for 
the development of society and define the economic regime of a given society.

The fact that all three types of relations of production exist within the base of any giv-
en society reflects the nature of the productive forces as possessing the characteristics of 
continuous motion and inheritance in development.

Annotation 46

We must avoid thinking of the development of human society in metaphysical terms 
which misunderstand the ways in which things, phenomena, and ideas change over 
time. One such metaphysical misconception is that of terminal negation.
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Terminal negation is an incorrect view of development which holds that when some-
thing is negated it ceases to exist entirely. This misconception is explained more in 
Part 1, p. 185.

Materialist Dialectics holds that negation is a process in which different subjects con-
tradict each other through internal and external relationships, with one subject even-
tually overtaking the other. When this occurs, the negating subject inherits character-
istics from that which it negates. This process of development is continuous, meaning 
that it is indefinite and is constantly driven by the internal motion of contradiction.
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The Materialist Dialectical view of negation holds that negation is not terminal; development 
continues on after a negation occurs.

Historical Materialism asserts that the development of human society occurs 
through processes of contradiction and negation which follow the objective laws of 
Materialist Dialectics. This means that the development of human society must adhere 
to the principles of continuous motion and inheritance.

Continous Motion in the Development of Human Society
Continuous Motion refers to the fact that all things, phenomena, and ideas are con-

stantly changing and that this change is brought about by internal and external re-
lationships (see Part 1, p. 119). Negation processes of human society must adhere to 
the principle of development, which states that “development is a process that comes 
from within the thing-in-itself; the process of solving the contradictions within things 
and phenomena. Therefore, development is inevitable, objective, and occurs without 
dependence on human will.” This means that development and negation of human so-
ciety stems from internal relations within society which lead to internal contradictions. 
Development through negation within class society is inevitable and objective and oc-
curs without dependence on human will. In other words, humans do not consciously 
determine these negations, though the conscious activity of human beings can impact 
these negation processes in accordance with the Dialectical Materialist conception of 
the relationship between the material and human consciousness (see Part 1, p. 88).
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Human society is always continuously changing through developments in quantity 
which in turn lead to quality shifts. For example, productive forces develop through 
increases in quantity (quantity of productive output, quantity of efficiency, etc.) and 
these changes in quantity eventually lead to changes in quality (i.e., negation of one 
production technology by another, negation of one preferred input material by anoth-
er, etc.). There are countless examples of such quantity-to-quality negations occurring 
throughout human history: computers replacing typewriters, cars negating horses, au-
tomated factories replacing handcrafts, and so on. Whenever new technologies emerge 
within the productive forces, they develop gradually, at first only effecting productive 
forces in terms of quantity until a quality shift occurs.

METAPHYSICAL MISPERCEPTION
OF DEVELOPMENT OF HUMAN SOCIETY

FEUDAL
SOCIETY

CAPITALIST
SOCIETY

DEVELOPMENT DEVELOPMENT

Development of feudalism abruptly ends;
feudal society “disappears” when capitalism begins.

HISTORICAL MATERIALIST PERCEPTION
OF DEVELOPMENT OF HUMAN SOCIETY

FEUDAL
SOCIETY

CAPITALIST
SOCIETY

DEVELOPMENT

Capitalism develops within feudalism and gradually replaces
feudal society through continuous motion.

Historical Materialism holds that society develops in accordance with Materialist Dialectics.

Quality shifts in one aspect of human society will lead to quality shifts in other 
aspects in accordance with the relationship between matter and consciousness. This 
means that quality shifts in productive forces lead to quality shifts in relations of 
production and quality shifts in relations of production lead in turn lead to quality 
shifts in society’s superstructure. This is the basis for the Law of Suitability which is 
explained in Annotation 33, p. 48.
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Inheritance in the Development of Human Society
As stated previously, when one subject negates another, it inherits characteristics 

and properties from that which it negates.

INHERITENCE
IN THE DEVELOPMENT OF HUMAN SOCIETY

FEUDAL SOCIETY

CONTAINS SEEDS
OF CAPITALISM

CHARACTERISTICS
ARE CARRIED FORWARD

CONTAINS REMNANTS
OF FEUDALISM

CAPITALIST SOCIETY

The inheritance principle means that characteristics of one stage of development are carried 
forward to the next stage. This also means that the present human society contains the “seeds” 

of the society to come.

Negation processes of human society must adhere to this principle of inheritance, 
meaning that when a new mode of production negates an older, lower mode of pro-
duction, it carries characteristics forward from that preceding mode of production. For 
example, capitalism still possesses characteristics which are inherited from feudalism, 
such as remnant relations of production (i.e., nobles and monarchs continue to exist 
even under capitalism) and other characteristics of feudal society which continue to 
exist both in the base and superstructure of capitalism. Indeed, modern capitalist so-
ciety even contains inherited characteristics from ancient societies which long predate 
our current mode of production.

In conclusion, the relations of production constitute a system within society which 
plays a dual role:

•	 On one hand, the relations of production serve as the social-economic 
form of the production process. In this sense, the relations of production 
govern the maintenance, promotion, and development of the productive 
forces (which serve as the material content of the production process). 
This constitutes a dialectical relationship which defines the material pro-
duction process.

•	 On the other hand, the relations of production govern the formation of the 
economic structure of society through mutual development with the so-
cio-political relations of society. This constitutes a dialectical relationship 
which defines the superstructure of society.
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Relations of production define both productive forces (as the social form of the material 
production process) and superstructure (as the economic structure of human society).

The relations of production are critically important in defining human society. They 
serve to define both the superstructure and economic base of human society by pro-
viding a relatively stable form to both aspects of human society.

Within the economic base, the relations of production serve as the social form of the 
material production process. In other words, the relations of production constitute a 
stable set of human relationships which shape and govern a mode of production in a 
human society.

At the same time, the relations of production provide a stable socio-political form 
to the superstructure of society. The relations of production define important aspects 
of human society, such as who has control of the means of production and (in class 
society) who controls the state. All human institutions and social consciousness forms 
are determined by economic relations of production.

The role of the state is discussed more in Annotation 100, p. 181. Institutions and 
social consciousness forms are discussed more in Chapter 2 starting on p. 73.

2. Definition of Superstructure
Marx defined the relations of production as the economic basis of socio-political rela-

tions in society, writing:
“The totality of these relations of production constitutes the economic structure of 

society, the real foundation, on which arises a legal and political superstructure and to 
which correspond definite forms of social consciousness.”22

22	 A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy, Karl Marx, 1859.
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Thus, according to Marx’s point of view, the concept of superstructure refers to the en-
tire structural system of social consciousness forms along with corresponding socio-po-
litical institutions, which are formed on the economic base.

The superstructure of a given society is a complex structure of relationships that can 
be analyzed from different perspectives, thereby revealing these relationships as in-
terwoven and constantly developing through mutual impact. From the most general 
perspective, superstructure can be as consisting of two parts:

1.	 A system of social consciousness forms including political forms, legal 
forms, religious forms, etc.

2.	 A corresponding system of socio-political institutions including states, 
political parties, religious institutions, etc.

Annotation 48
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Society’s superstructure is defined both by internal relationships between institutions and social 
consciousness forms and by its external relationship with society’s material base.

The superstructure is defined primarily by its external relationship with the mate-
rial base and by internal relationships between social consciousness forms and corre-
sponding socio-political institutions. The base determines the superstructure, though 
the superstructure can impact back upon the material base in important ways. This is 
the Law of the Economic Base Determining the Superstructure of Society, which is ex-
plained on p. 90. Within the superstructure, the state is the most significant institution 
because it has the greatest ability to impact the base (see Annotation 54, p. 100).

Social Consciousness Forms
Social consciousness is human consciousness which is generally shared throughout 

society. It can be thought of as “collective consciousness,” however, it must be under-
stood that there is nothing mystical or supernatural about social consciousness. Social 
consciousness is simply the body of human consciousness which exists among many 
human beings in a certain time and place.
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SOCIAL
CONSCIOUSNESS SOCIAL BEING
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Social consciousness is defined by internal relationships of social consciousness forms and an 
external relationship with social being.

Social consciousness is defined primarily by these relationships:
Internal relationships between superstructure and all other aspects of social conscious-

ness (see Annotation 61, p. 108-109).
An external relationship between social consciousness and social being, which is the 

material existence of human society. Social being is discussed more starting on p. 106.
Bearing in mind the Materialist Dialectical category pair of content and form, we 

can understand that a social consciousness form is simply a set of stable relationships 
which exists within social consciousness. Stability here simply means that a form man-
ifests over time in a manner which is relatively consistent and identifiable. That said, 
it must also be noted that social consciousness forms—despite this relative stability—
never stop changing and developing in accordance with the principle of development.

SOCIAL
CONSCIOUSNESS

FORM
ALL OTHER SOCIAL
CONSCIOUSNESS

FORM SOCIAL BEING

CORRESPONDING
SOCIAL

INSTITUTION

Every form of social consciousness is defined in part by external relationships with 
corresponding institutions, with social being, and with all other forms of social consciousness.

The content of a social consciousness form includes all the various ideas, attitudes, 
beliefs, and other manifestations of human consciousness which come together as a 
stable form of social consciousness. Whenever such ideas are packaged together and 
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held collectively by a group of human beings they become a social consciousness form. 
Every social consciousness form has a corresponding socio-political institution. Such 
an institution exists to develop and advance its corresponding social consciousness 
form through dialectical development. Institutions will be discussed more later in this 
annotation.

A social consciousness form can thus be defined by internal and external relation-
ships:

•	 Internal relationships between the thoughts, ideas, beliefs, and other manifesta-
tions of consciousness which compose the social consciousness form.

•	 External relationships with its corresponding institutions, with other social con-
sciousness forms, as well as with social being and the material base of society.

The external relationship which exists between social consciousness forms and 
socio-political institutions define, in turn, the superstructure of society. The dialectical 
relationship between a social consciousness form and its corresponding institution is, 
itself, one of content and form.

In this sense, the social consciousness form serves as the content and the institu-
tion serves as the social form. Thus, the social consciousness form will determine the 
existence of its corresponding institution while the institution can impact back on the 
social consciousness form.

Social consciousness forms manifest in various forms. According to the Vietnamese 
textbook Philosophy of Marxism-Leninism, these forms include:

1.	 Political Consciousness: A form of consciousness that only exists in class so-
cieties which have states. Political consciousness reflects economic and social 
relationships between classes, peoples, and nations, as well as the attitudes of 
different classes toward state power.

2.	 Legal consciousness: The entire system of ideas and opinions which a class 
holds about the nature and role of law, about the rights and obligations of the 
state, social organizations and citizens, and about the legality and illegality of 
human behavior in society, along with human awareness and emotions as they 
pertain to the enforcement of state laws.

3.	 Moral consciousness: The totality of concepts, knowledge, and psychological/
emotional conditions of human communities pertaining to values ​​of good, evil, 
conscience, responsibility, happiness, justice, etc., as well as rules for evaluating/
regulating behavior between individuals and society, and between individuals 
within society.

4.	 Aesthetic consciousness: Consciousness relating to the need to enjoy and create 
beauty. Among the forms of activities to enjoy and create beauty, art is the high-
est form of expression of aesthetic consciousness.

5.	 Religious consciousness: The totality of symbols, emotions, moods, and habits 
of the masses regarding religious beliefs. Religious ideology is a system of doc-
trine created and spread in society by clergy and theologians.



86  Historical Materialism

Annotation 48 (continued)

In addition to these general forms of social consciousness, there are also two special 
forms of social consciousness which are particularly relevant to the pursuit of Scientif-
ic Socialism:

Scientific knowledge penetrates other forms of social consciousness, serving as the 
basis for scientific fields which correspond to each form of consciousness. For exam-
ple: the scientific form of political consciousness is political science, the scientific form 
of moral consciousness is ethics, the scientific form of artistic consciousness is artistic 
science, the scientific form of religious consciousness is religious studies, and so on.

Scientific consciousness is an important component of the cognitive theory of Dia-
lectical Materialism. This is discussed more in Part 1, p. 214.

“Staying home is loving our country!“ 
Vietnam’s Ministry of Health is a Socio-Political Institution which develops social consciousness 

related to public health. This poster was created to develop social consciousness among the 
masses about COVID-19.

Socio-Political Institutions
A socio-political institution is an organization which human beings have created 

to institute, codify, expand, and develop a corresponding social consciousness form. 
Whenever human beings develop a social consciousness form and come together to 
promote, defend, and advance it, it becomes a basis for a socio-political institution.
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Such institutions serve social and political functions:
Social because they exist, by definition, as organized systems which have been 

created and developed by a group of human beings to defend, promote, advance, and 
otherwise develop a corresponding form of social consciousness. Social institutions 
therefore have an explicitly social function within the superstructure of human society.

Political because social consciousness forms and corresponding institutions—as 
elements of the superstructure—invariably have class character and, therefore, some 
degree of impact on political struggle to influence the state and benefit from the means 
of production. Art, for example, invariably reflects some aspect of political conscious-
ness, even if that expression is unintentional.

Examples of socio-political institutions include:
States: Socio-political institutions which are the totality of forms of governance over 

a society by a ruling class. States can take various forms and may be governed in a 
wide variety of manners. States exist to enforce dictatorship of the ruling class over all 
other classes.

Political Parties: Socio-political institutions which exist to develop, disseminate, and 
advance political ideologies by codifying political doctrines and programs, disseminat-
ing propaganda, recruiting membership from society at large, training and advancing 
leaders, running political candidates in elections, and so on. In class society, political 
parties are controlled by a specific class. For example, in capitalist society, most po-
litical parties serve the interests of the capitalist class, though opposition parties may 
exist to represent the interests of remnant or oppressed class interests.

For example, in some nations there are royalist parties which represent the inter-
ests of remnant classes such as monarchs and feudal lords. In other nations there are 
communist parties which represent the working class and seek to put workers in 
command of society.

Religious Institutions: Socio-political institutions which exist for humans to prac-
tice and develop religious belief systems. Churches, mosques, and synagogues are all 
examples of religious institutions.

In addition to the socio-political institution types listed above, there are countless 
others, including universities, labor unions, industrial associations, and on and on. 
Institutions and social consciousness forms are determined by the economic base and 
social being of human society, but they play a very important effect in the develop-
ment of human society nonetheless and they are capable of impacting back upon the 
material world. As Engels wrote in a letter to Conrad Schmidt in 1890:

While the material mode of existence is the primum agens [primary 
agent, prime cause] this does not preclude the ideological spheres from 
reacting upon it in their turn, though with a secondary effect.

In a class society, and especially in modern societies, the two most important social 
consciousness forms in the superstructure of society are:

1.	 Political consciousness forms.
2.	 Legal consciousness forms.
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And the two most important institutions in the superstructure of society are:
1.	 The political party.
2.	 The state.

The state is a special apparatus that organizes and exercises power within a class 
society. On the surface, the state usually presents itself as an organization system that 
coordinates the shared power of the people in order to manage and control all activities 
of society and to perform political and social functions along with domestic and foreign 
affairs functions. In reality, however, every state is a tool to wield power in order to exer-
cise the dictatorship of the ruling class (which is defined as the class that holds the main 
means of production of society).

Annotation 49

Political and legal consciousness forms are considered the most important social 
consciousness forms within the superstructure of society because they have the most 
potential to impact back upon the material base of society. This is because they relate 
directly to the class structure which exists within a given society’s mode of produc-
tion. The same can be said for political parties and for the state, which are socio-polit-
ical institutions which reflect and relate the most directly to a society’s class structure 
and material base.
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The most important social consciousness forms and institutions are Legal Consciousness and the 
corresponding State as well as Political Consciousness and corresponding Political Parties.

A political party corresponds to a political consciousness form which represents a 
specific class within society. Political parties are the most effective vehicles for a class 
to impact back upon the material base by securing benefits from the means of produc-
tion for that class, building power for that class, and protecting the interests of that 
class.

A state is a special socio-political institution which a class uses to govern and control 
a society. Only the ruling class can command a state, and this rulership is known as 
class dictatorship. Under capitalism, the state is controlled by the capitalist class. This 
means that a powerful but tiny minority of society has dictatorship over the working 
class which constitutes the great majority of society.
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The working class under capitalism has the mission of building a workers’ party and 
establishing a workers’ state in order to seize control of the material base of society. 

The mission of the working class, according to the principles of Scientific Socialism, 
is to establish a dictatorship over the capitalist class. This simply means that the vast 
majority of society—i.e., the workers—control society instead of the tiny minority of 
capitalists. This can only be achieved by seizing control of the means of production, 
i.e., the material base of society. This would give the workers the ability to develop 
state power over society which will, eventually, give the working class the opportuni-
ty to finally dismantle class society once and for all.

It is important to note that the state is the most important socio-political institution 
because it has the most impact on the economic base. This characteristic of the state is 
discussed more in Annotation 100, p. 181. Class struggle is discussed more in Annota-
tion 55, p. 101.
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II . DIALECTICAL RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN  
THE BASE AND SUPERSTRUCTURE

Base and superstructure are the two basic aspects of society. The base is the economic 
aspect, and the superstructure is the socio-political aspect. Together, the base and super-
structure exist in a dialectical unified relationship with each other, mutually impacting 
one other. In this dialectical relationship, the base plays a determining role for the super-
structure; at the same time, the superstructure constantly impacts back upon the base.

1. The base determines the superstructure
The role which the base plays in determining the superstructure is revealed in many 

ways:
•	 Every economic base forms a suitable superstructure to maintain and 

protect the base.
•	 Changes in the base create an objective need to have corresponding 

changes in the superstructure.
•	 Contradictions in the base are reflected in the contradictions within the 

superstructure.
•	 Struggles between different socio-political ideologies as well as conflicts 

between different socio-political interests all have root causes in class 
struggle to benefit from the economic base of society.

•	 The class that owns the means of production of society is also the class 
that holds state power in the superstructure of society, while other classes 
are in a subordinate position to that state power.

•	 State policies and laws, in the end, only reflect the economic domination 
of the class which owns the means of production of society, and serve the 
needs of that ruling class.

In short, in any given society, the base determines the superstructure, while the super-
structure reflects the base and impacts back upon the base.

Annotation 50
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The superstructure reflects and protects the base in accorance with the Law of the Economic 
Base Determining the Superstructure of Society and the Law of Suitability.

The superstructure has an objective need for suitability with the material base of hu-
man society. This need gives rise to Law of the Economic Base Determining the Super-
structure. The base and superstructure dialectically define and develop each other: the 
material base is reflected in the superstructure in countless ways. At the same time, the 
superstructure develops so as to reflect, protect, and preserve relations of production 
in order to ensure a stable material production process.
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Following are fuller explanations of the various ways in which the determining role 
of the material base is reflected in the superstructure of society.

1.	 Every economic base forms a suitable superstructure to maintain and protect 
the base.

Throughout the history of class society, the superstructure of society has served to 
further the interests of the ruling class through the development of social conscious-
ness forms and socio-political institutions which predominantly reflect the values and 
interests of the ruling class. As a result, prevailing philosophies and social institutions 
have always reflected the values and interests of the ruling class in every era of class 
society. This is explained more in Annotation 13, p. 19.

Examples of Social Consciousness Forms in Class Society:
Most major prevailing philosophies have defended and served the interests of 

the ruling class of the society which produced them. For example, the philosophy of 
Aristotle defended the institution of slavery in Ancient Greece and extolled the virtue 
of the land-owning ruling class. Chivalry was a medieval philosophical system which 
upheld the feudal system which included knighthood and aristocratic notions of “no-
ble birth.”

In today’s society, most prevailing philosophies in the world uphold and defend the 
capitalist mode of production.

Legal systems have always historically served the interests of the ruling class. Under 
feudalism, legal systems upheld the hereditary systems of monarchy and nobility and 
prevented peasants from participating in governing the state.

Today, under capitalism, the legal systems of most nations heavily favor the capital-
ist class while suppressing workers in various ways.

Examples of Socio-Political Institutions in Class Society:
During the feudal era, religious institutions primarily served the interests of and 

defended the positions of feudal lords and monarchs. They were also determined 
by the economic base of feudal society: the church in medieval Europe, for example, 
controlled feudal landholdings in a similar fashion to noble lords and was financed 
through tithes and donations secured from the wealthy ruling classes.

Today, most religious institutions defend and reinforce the capitalist mode of pro-
duction and are determined by the economic base of capitalism; that is to say, they are 
typically recognized by the capitalist-controlled state and seldom challenge the au-
thority of the ruling capitalist class, but rather normalize capitalist relations of produc-
tion with practitioners of the religious faith.

States have always predominantly been ruled and governed by the ruling class in 
every era of history. Under feudalism, the state was controlled directly by monarchs 
and feudal lords.

Under capitalism, the ruling class controls the states of most nations through finan-
cial contributions to political candidates and parties, through lobbying, through brib-
ery and corruption, through corporate influence on governments, and through various 
other means.
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2.	 Changes in the base create an objective need to have corresponding changes 
in the superstructure.

Karl Marx explained this concept in the preface of A Contribution to the Critique of 
Political Economy:

The changes in the economic foundation lead sooner or later to the transfor-
mation of the whole immense superstructure.

This was Marx's formulation of the Law of the Economic Base Determining the Su-
perstructure of Society. This law is further defined in the Vietnamese textbook Philoso-
phy of Marxism-Leninism:

The base and the superstructure are two sides of society. They have a dialecti-
cal unity with each other in which the base plays a decisive role:

Each base will form a corresponding superstructure. The characteristics of the 
superstructure are defined by the characteristics of its base. In a class society, 
whichever class rules the economy also has the ruling position of politics and the 
spiritual/mental life of society. Every contradiction in the economy, in the end, 
always decides the contradictions in the ideological politics. All the struggles be-
tween different ideologies in politics are manifestations of struggles which exist 
in the economy [relations of production]. All the factors of the superstructure, 
such as the state, the law, philosophy, religion, and so on, directly and indirectly 
depend on the base.

This process [of changes in the base leading to changes in the superstructure] 
does not only occur when a social-economic form changes to a new social-eco-
nomic form [i.e., from feudalism to capitalism], but also occurs within a so-
cial-economic form. Even though the changes of the superstructure go hand in 
hand with the productive forces, the productive forces do not directly change the 
superstructure. The development of the productive forces change the relations of 
production which means it directly changes the base, and through that develop-
ment, the superstructure is changed.

The changes in the base leading to changes in the superstructure happen in 
a very complicated manner. In this process, there are some factors within the 
superstructure that change very fast in response to changes in the base, such as 
changes in politics and law. There are also factors that change very slowly, such 
as religion, art, aesthetics, and so on. There are also factors that are inherited 
from previous social-economic forms.

3.	 Contradictions in the base are reflected in the contradictions within the super-
structure.

Reflection is the re-creation of the features of one subject in a different subject which 
occurs when they mutually impact each other through interaction. Reflection occurs in 
all dialectical relationships between subjects. Reflection is defined in Part 1, p. 64.

Because the base and superstructure have a dialectical relationship with one anoth-
er, and because the base (as the material component of society) determines the super-
structure, reflections of the base in the superstructure are profound and determine the 
essence
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of the superstructure. It should be noted that the superstructure is able to impact back 
upon the base of society, but it can never determine the base (because of the Dialecti-
cal Materialist conception of the relationship between matter and consciousness) and 
so the reflections of the superstructure found in the base will always be less profound 
than the reflections of the base found in the superstructure.

In feudal society, for example, such reflections of the contradictions of the base can 
be found in prevailing and predominant philosophies of that era. Social consciousness 
forms such as chivalry and fealty in medieval Europe reflected the relations of produc-
tion of that era and also justified those relations of production, giving the ruling class 
of monarchs and nobles the most power and prestige in that society.

Similarly, the prevailing philosophies within the capitalist superstructure reflect the 
capitalist mode of production and material base which determine that superstructure. 
For example, philosophies of meritocracy, competition, and individualism justify the 
exploitation of workers by capitalists and otherwise legitimize capitalist relations of 
production.

Reflections of the superstructure in the base are much more subtle, but they do exist. 
For example, bourgeois democracy has granted some concessions to workers even 
in highly developed bourgeois states such as the United States. By developing insti-
tutions and social consciousness forms with a working class character, workers have 
gained workplace safety regulations, child labor laws, etc. Such reforms can improve 
conditions for workers, but they will never be able to fundamentally alter relations of 
production.

Similarly, no amount of alteration and change within the bourgeois-controlled state 
(nor any other socio-political institution) will result in a rearrangement of the relations 
of production and other essential aspects of the economic base. The only way to funda-
mentally alter the material base is through social revolution which places the working 
class in command of the means of production and productive forces of human society. 
That said, efforts toward changing the superstructure of society can strengthen the 
position of the revolutionary class and hasten the victory of social revolution over the 
ruling class. This is important to the mission of Scientific Socialism.

4.	 Struggles between different socio-political ideologies as well as conflicts be-
tween different socio-political interests all have root causes in class struggle 
to benefit from the economic base of society.

Throughout the history of class society, political struggles have stemmed from one 
prevailing question: who might benefit from the economic base of society?

During the feudal era, there were political struggles between different classes all 
competing for material benefits from the economic base. Peasants sought to keep more 
of the crops they grew and to toil under better conditions. Merchants struggled against 
taxation and hoped to build their wealth. Noble lords struggled against the monarch 
to hold more power in their own hands, to expand their lands, and to live more com-
fortable lives. Monarchs fought to maintain rulership over society and to expand the 
territory of their kingdoms.

Today, under capitalism, class struggle has been reduced primarily to the struggle 
between the proletariat and the bourgeoisie. Workers struggle for higher wages, lower 
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taxation of their paychecks, better working conditions, and increased power in society. 
Capitalists struggle to keep workers suppressed, to drive down wages, and to increase 
their share of profits while lowering taxes on their capital gains and assets.

The ruling class uses all means available to protect and further their own class in-
terests, including the use of social consciousness forms and socio-political institutions 
to develop false consciousness within the working class. False consciousness is any 
human consciousness which does not reflect material reality and objective conditions. 
In the context of class struggle, the capitalist class seeks to develop false consciousness 
in workers by limiting and negating class consciousness so that workers will side with 
the ruling class agenda against their own interests. For this reason, building class con-
sciousness among the working class is an important prerequisite of social revolution.

5.	 The class that holds the ownership of the means of production of society is 
also the class that holds state power in the superstructure of society, while 
other classes are in a subordinate position to that state power.

THE ROLE OF THE STATE UNDER CAPITALISM
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The state is of vital importance in class society because it allows the ruling class to maintain 
control over the means of production and workers through coercive violence.

In any given class society, the ruling class is the class which owns the means of pro-
duction. The ruling class of any given class society will always have or gain control of 
state power. This is a manifestation of the Dialectical Materialist conception of the 
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Annotation 50 (continued)

relationship between matter and consciousness (see Part 1, p. 88): the means of pro-
duction and economic base, as the material components of society, determine who has 
control over the state, which—as a socio-political institution—is a manifestation of 
human social consciousness.

New relations of production always emerge as an objective need once productive 
forces have developed to such a point that they are no longer compatible with the 
existing relations of production. In every case throughout history, the new ruling class 
has gained state power through social revolution. For example, when capitalist rela-
tions of production emerged within feudal class society, capitalists seized state power 
through social revolution as soon as they were able to gain the most power and control 
over the means of production. The objective need for social revolution caused by un-
suitability between productive forces and relations of production is further discussed 
in Annotation 36 on p. 52.

State policies and laws, in the end, only reflect the economic domination of the class 
which owns the means of production of society and primarily serve the needs of that 
ruling class. The ruling class in a class society maintains power over the means of pro-
duction through state violence. This is the primary function of the state: to enforce sta-
bility and established class relations through coercive force. This dynamic is explaned 
more in Annotation 100, p. 181.

This is vital for understanding the nature of the bourgeois state as well as the func-
tioning of bourgeois-controlled “democracy” in capitalist society.

The character of bourgeois democracy is described well by Lenin in his article “De-
mocracy and Dictatorship,” published in Pravda in 1918:

. . . Some speak about “pure democracy” and “democracy” in general for the 
purpose of deceiving the people and concealing from them the bourgeois charac-
ter of present-day democracy.

Let the bourgeoisie continue to keep the entire apparatus of state power in 
their hands, let a handful of exploiters continue to use the former, bourgeois, 
state machine! Elections held in such circumstances are praised by the bourgeoi-
sie – for very good reasons – as being “free”, “equal”, “democratic” and “univer-
sal”. These words are designed to conceal the truth, to conceal the fact that the 
means of production and political power remain in the hands of the exploiters, 
and that therefore real freedom and real equality for the exploited – that is, for 
the vast majority of the population – are out of the question.

It is profitable and indispensable for the bourgeoisie to conceal from the people 
the bourgeois character of modern democracy, to picture it as democracy in 
general or “pure democracy.” And the men who are repeating this, in practice 
abandon the standpoint of the proletariat and side with the bourgeoisie.

It is sheer mockery of the working and exploited people to speak of pure de-
mocracy, of democracy in general, of equality, freedom and universal rights when 
the workers and all working people are ill-fed, ill-clad, ruined and worn out not 
only as a result of capitalist wage-slavery. As a consequence of four years of 
predatory war, the capitalists and profiteers remain in possession of the “proper-
ty” usurped by them and the “ready-made” apparatus of state power.
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This is tantamount to trampling on the basic truths of Marxism which has 
taught the workers: you must take advantage of bourgeois democracy which, 
compared with feudalism, represents a great historical advance – but not for one 
minute must you forget the bourgeois character of this “democracy,” its histori-
cally conditional and limited character. Never share the “superstitious belief” in 
the state and never forget that the state, even in the most democratic republic… 
is simply a machine for the suppression of one class by another.

The dictatorship of the proletariat alone can emancipate humanity from the 
oppression of capital, from the lies, falsehood and hypocrisy of bourgeois democ-
racy – democracy for the rich – and establish democracy for the poor. [Only it 
can] make the blessings of democracy really accessible to the workers and poor 
peasants. [Under bourgeois systems] the blessings of democracy are, in fact, inac-
cessible to the vast majority of working people.

It is important to understand that when Lenin speaks of a “dictatorship of the prole-
tariat” he is not advocating for tyranny over the masses. It must be kept in mind that 
the proletariat represents the vast majority of human beings on planet Earth. Building 
a democracy which exists for, is governed by, and serves the interests of the proletari-
at, therefore, is far less tyrannical and far more egalitarian than bourgeois democracy 
which serves and is controlled by the ruling class. As Lenin puts it: “Proletarian de-
mocracy is a million times more democratic than any bourgeois democracy.”

The dependence of the superstructure on the base is caused by economic necessities 
which are embedded within all social activities, from legal and political practice to cul-
tural activities of society. Economic necessities are the indispensable need to maintain 
and develop the productive forces of society.

Annotation 51

“Economic” in the term “economic necessity” refers to relationships having to do 
with production of the material needs of society as defined in Annotation 81, p. 146. 
“Necessity” here is synonymous with “obviousness” from the universal category pair 
of obviousness and randomness as used in Materialist Dialectics. This category pair is 
discussed in more detail on p. 144 of the Part 1, but to briefly summarize:

Obviousness (i.e., necessity) can only apply to material subjects in the material 
world. Obvious outcomes are outcomes which are certain to happen due to objective 
laws. Obviousness arises from the internal aspects, features, and relations of physi-
cal objects. Example: paper will burn under certain specific conditions because of the 
internal chemical relations of paper and the objective laws of nature.

Economic necessities are obvious, then, in the sense that they are social activities 
which must be carried out in order for human society to survive. Economic necessities 
serve, in this manner, as the most fundamental pressure which drives the develop-
ment of human society and serve as the basis of the Law of Suitability Between Rela-
tions of Production and Productive Forces.

Examples: Throughout history, human beings have had an economic need to secure 
food in order to continue living. In modern times, electricity is an economic necessity 
because electrical devices are needed to support human life in its current form.
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Economic necessities determine aspects of the superstructure of society, and it is in 
this sense that the superstructure of society is dependent upon the base. Without a 
functioning economic base and the obligatory processes related to the production of 
material necessities of human society no other human social activities could occur.

As Engels wrote in a letter to Nikolai Danielson in 1892:
In essence, the relationship of base and superstructure represents the depen-

dence of social consciousness forms on the material existence [i.e., social being] 
of society.

2. The superstructure’s impact on the base
The superstructure exists as a reflection of the economic base and arises from the need 

to develop the economic base.

Annotation 52

MATERIAL WORLD + HUMAN SENSES + HUMAN BRAIN = CONSCIOUSNESSConsciousness is a reflection of the material world which arises from material processes within 
the human brain.

Consciousness itself is a reflection of matter: consciousness reflects the processes of 
the human brain as well as experiences and data gathered from the material world. 
This reflection of matter in consciousness is discussed more in Part 1, p. 64.

Similarly, the superstructure of society is a reflection of the material/economic base 
of human society. Superstructural elements such as social consciousness forms and 
social institutions arise from the conditions of and (are determined by) the material 
base of society.

As Lenin wrote in “The Three Sources and Three Component Parts of Marxism:”
Just as man’s knowledge reflects nature (i.e., developing matter), which exists 

independently of him, so man’s social knowledge (i.e., his various views and 
doctrines—philosophical, religious, political and so forth) reflects the econom-
ic system of society. Political institutions are a superstructure on the economic 
foundation. We see, for example, that the various political forms of the modern 
European states serve to strengthen the domination of the bourgeoisie over the 
proletariat.
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Reflections are always mutual; it is impossible for one subject to change another sub-
ject without being changed itself, as explained in Part 1, p. 65. However, the material 
base determines the form of the superstructure of human society, and so human soci-
ety exists in essence as a reflection of the material base which determines its existence. 
Engels, in a letter to Joseph Bloch in 1890, wrote:

We make our history ourselves, but, in the first place, under very definite 
assumptions and conditions. Among these the economic ones are ultimately 
decisive. But the political ones, etc., and indeed even the traditions which haunt 
human minds also play a part, although not the decisive one.

The superstructure is relatively independent and often impacts back on the economic 
base of society.

Annotation 53

The superstructure of society is “relatively independent” of the material base in a 
way that is similar to how human consciousness is “relatively independent” of the 
material world. As Engels wrote in a letter to Conrad Schmidt in 1890:

The economic movement, upon the whole, asserts itself but it is affected by the 
reaction of the relatively independent 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. . . so there is reflected in 
the struggle between government and opposition, the struggle between already 
existing and contending classes but again in an inverted form, no longer direct 
but indirect, not as a class struggle but as a struggle for political principles. So 
inverted is this reflection that it required thousands of years to discover what 
was behind it.

Engels is saying, here, that the struggles, conflicts, contradictions, and resulting 
developments which occur within the superstructure of a society occur more or less 
unconsciously. That is to say, the participants in these struggles do not typically real-
ize that they are engaging in class struggle. Engels further explains this concept using 
the legal system of the state as an example:

The reflection of economic relations as principles of law is necessarily also an 
inverted one. The process takes place without the participants becoming con-
scious of it. The jurist imagines that he is operating with a priori propositions, 
while the latter are after all only reflections of the economic process. And so 
everything remains standing on its head. This inverted reflex so long as it is not 
recognized for what it is constitutes what we call ideological conceptions. That 
it is able to exert a reactive influence on the economic basis and within certain 
limits to modify it, seems to me to be self-evident. The foundations of the law of 
inheritance, corresponding stages in the development of the family being pre-
supposed, are economic. Nonetheless it would be very hard to prove that, e.g., 
the absolute freedom of testamentary disposition in England, and the strongly 
restricted right in France, in all particulars have only economic causes. Yet both 
methods react in a very significant way upon the economic system in that they 
influence the distribution of wealth.
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In other words, lawyers and judges and other state agents operate on behalf of the 
bourgeoisie, serving the interests of the bourgeois state, without realizing that they 
are doing so. This means that political struggle by an oppressed class can lead to 
impacts in the economic base which might benefit that class. In a letter to J. Bloch, 
Engels clarified that the relationship between social being and social consciousness is 
not a mechanical relationship, and that economic factors are not the only factors which 
absolutely and unilaterally determine the development of society:

According to the Materialist Conception of History, the factor which is in the 
last instance decisive in history is the production and reproduction of actual 
life. More than this neither Marx nor myself ever claimed. If now someone has 
distorted the meaning in such a way that the economic factor is the only decisive 
one, this man has changed the above proposition into an abstract, absurd phrase 
which says nothing. The economic situation is the base, but the different parts of 
the structure-the political forms of the class struggle and its results, the constitu-
tions established by the victorious class after the battle is won, forms of law and 
even the reflections of all these real struggles in the brains of the participants, 
political theories, juridical, philosophical, religious opinions, and their further 
development into dogmatic systems-all this exercises also its influence on the 
development of the historical struggles and in cases determines their form. It is 
under the mutual influence of all these factors that, rejecting the infinitesimal 
number of accidental occurrences (that is, things and happenings whose intimate 
sense is so far removed and of so little probability that we can consider them 
non-existent, and can ignore them), that the economical movement is ultimate-
ly carried out. Otherwise the application of the theory to any period of history 
would be easier than the solution of any simple equation. We ourselves make 
our history, but, primarily, under pre-suppositions and conditions which are very 
well determined. But even the political tradition, nay, even the tradition that 
man creates in his head, plays an important part even if not the decisive one.

This is a refutation of mechanical materialism and an important reminder of the Law 
of the Relationship Between Social Being and Social Consciousness. Properly under-
standing and applying this law is especially important in the theory and practice of 
Scientific Socialism because developing class consciousness, carrying out social revolu-
tion, and building a socialist dictatorship of the proletariat are all vital prerequisites to 
fulfilling the historical mission of the working class. As Engels asked Conrad Schmidt:

Or else, why are we struggling for the political dictatorship of the proletariat, 
if political power has no economic effects?

The impact of the superstructure on the base is revealed in many ways.
The superstructure consists of many components which have different positions, roles, 

and characteristics. These superstructural components determine how the superstruc-
ture impacts back on the base.

However, if the superstructure has a state as a component, then all other superstruc-
tural components must rely on the state in order to have a strong impact on the base. 
The state is the superstructural component that has the most direct and the strongest 
impact on the base of society.
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As discussed in Annotation 16, p. 26, the superstructural components of society 
include social consciousness forms and their corresponding socio-political institutions. 
In class society, the state is the social institution which has the most direct impact on 
the economic base and this plays a tremendous role in securing the position of which-
ever class controls the state as the ruling class of society. States have not always exist-
ed in every human society. It is only with the development of class society that states 
have developed to stabilize class antagonisms and to serve the agenda of the ruling 
class, as Engels explains in The Origin of the Family, Private Property, and the State:

The state, then, has not existed from all eternity. There have been societies that 
did without it, that had no idea of the state and state power. At a certain stage of 
economic development, which was necessarily bound up with the split of society 
into classes, the state became a necessity owing to this split.

In the same text, Engels gives a definition of the state and its relation to class conflict: 
The state is... a product of society at a certain stage of development; it is the 

admission that this society has become entangled in an insoluble contradiction 
with itself, that it has split into irreconcilable antagonisms which it is power-
less to dispel. But in order that these antagonisms, these classes with conflict-
ing economic interests, might not consume themselves and society in fruitless 
struggle, it became necessary to have a power, seemingly standing above society, 
that would alleviate the conflict and keep it within the bounds of ’order’; and this 
power, arisen out of society but placing itself above it, and alienating itself more 
and more from it, is the state.

Lenin adds to this definition in The State and Revolution:
The state is a product and a manifestation of the irreconcilability of class an-

tagonisms. The state arises where, when and insofar as class antagonism objec-
tively cannot be reconciled. And, conversely, the existence of the state proves 
that the class antagonisms are irreconcilable.

Engels further explains that the state exists as a coercive force which allows one class 
to subjugate another through violence which is organized. This organized violence 
consists “not merely of armed men but also of material adjuncts, prisons, and institu-
tions of coercion of all kinds.”

Because states arose from class struggle explicitly to serve the agenda of the ruling 
class through organized violence, it stands to reason that the end of class society will 
ultimately result in the end of the state as a component of the superstructure of soci-
ety. The negation of capitalism will mark the end of class society. Engels explains:

We are now rapidly approaching a stage in the development of production at 
which the existence of these classes not only will have ceased to be a necessity, 
but will become a positive hindrance to production. They will fall as they arose 
at an earlier stage. Along with them the state will inevitably fall. Society, which 
will reorganize production on the basis of a free and equal association of the 
producers, will put the whole machinery of state where it will then belong: into a 
museum of antiquities, by the side of the spinning-wheel and the bronze axe.

In Anti-Dühring, Engels explains how the workers will bring about the end of the 
state and class society through social revolution:
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The proletariat seizes from state power and turns the means of production into 
state property to begin with. But thereby it abolishes itself as the proletariat, 
abolishes all class distinctions and class antagonisms, and abolishes also the state 
as state. Society thus far, operating amid class antagonisms, needed the state, that 
is, an organization of the particular exploiting class, for the maintenance of its 
external conditions of production, and, therefore, especially, for the purpose of 
forcibly keeping the exploited class in the conditions of oppression determined 
by the given mode of production (slavery, serfdom or bondage, wage-labor). The 
state was the official representative of society as a whole, its concentration in a 
visible corporation. But it was this only insofar as it was the state of that class 
which itself represented, for its own time, society as a whole: in ancient times, 
the state of slave-owning citizens; in the Middle Ages, of the feudal nobility; in 
our own time, of the bourgeoisie. When at last it becomes the real representative 
of the whole of society, it renders itself unnecessary. As soon as there is no lon-
ger any social class to be held in subjection, as soon as class rule, and the indi-
vidual struggle for existence based upon the present anarchy in production, with 
the collisions and excesses arising from this struggle, are removed, nothing more 
remains to be held in subjection — nothing necessitating a special coercive force, 
a state. The first act by which the state really comes forward as the representa-
tive of the whole of society — the taking possession of the means of production 
in the name of society — is also its last independent act as a state. State interfer-
ence in social relations becomes, in one domain after another, superfluous, and 
then dies down of itself. The government of persons is replaced by the adminis-
tration of things, and by the conduct of processes of production. The state is not 
“abolished.” It withers away. This gives the measure of the value of the phrase “a 
free people’s state,” both as to its justifiable use for a long time from an agita-
tional point of view, and as to its ultimate scientific insufficiency; and also of the 
so-called anarchists’ demand that the state be abolished overnight.

The role and function of the state under capitalism (as well as the role and function 
of the state during the socialist transition period between capitalism and communism) 
is highly relevant to the subjects of both Political Economy and Scientific Socialism.

The impact of superstructural components can affect the base in different ways, and 
different superstructural components may even contradict one another and impact the 
base in opposing directions. This reflects the different and opposing interests of different 
classes within society: some superstructural components will reinforce and maintain the 
current economic base, while other superstructural components will struggle to abandon 
the current economic base in favor of establishing a different economic base—in other 
words, a different social regime.

Annotation 55

Human society is not homogenous and not all human beings want to move society 
in the same direction, even within the same socio-economic class. As such, within a 
given human class society, superstructural components will develop to represent the 
contradicting interests of different groups of people within and between classes.
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CLASS STRUGGLE UNDER CAPITALISM
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Under capitalism, classes struggle for state power and for benefits from the means of production. 
The primary institution which humans have developed for class struggle is the political party.

Class struggle is the dialectical contradiction which occurs between various classes 
as defined by relations of production within class society at a certain stage of develop-
ment. These objective contradictions which occur in the material base of society also 
manifest in the superstructure regardless of whether the human beings involved in the 
class struggle are aware of their class position as it pertains to the material base or not 
(see Annotation 50, p. 90). Class struggle is the process through which different classes 
labor and fight to obtain more benefits from the productive forces of society.

Under feudalism, for example, there was a wide variety of superstructural compo-
nents representing the different classes: churches and monasteries to represent the 
clergy, craft guilds to represent craftsmen, households consisting of servants and mili-
tary forces to represent nobles, and so on.

Under capitalism, we can see that capitalist superstructural components exist pri-
marily to advance the interests of the ruling bourgeois class. There also exist petty 
bourgeois superstructural elements to further the interests of that class, and working 
class superstructural elements to further the interests of the proletariat.

Many superstructural institutions claim to represent the working class yet, in truth, 
serve the interests of the bourgeoisie. There are also some superstructural components 
that seek to return back to previous relations of production. For example, some mod-
ern nations have political parties which seek to restore or strengthen the monarchy 
and other remnant classes from the feudal era. The most advanced proletariat super-
structural elements seek to overthrow capitalist rule and to institute new relations of 
production. To do this, workers must build worker-controlled political parties which 
can build power for the proletariat and eventually seize control of the means of pro-
duction through the construction of a workers’ state through social revolution.
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The impact of the superstructure on the base can take place in a positive or negative 
direction, depending on how suitable (or unsuitable) the superstructural components 
are to the development of the economy. If the superstructural components are suitable to 
economic development, they will have a positive impact. On the contrary, if they are not 
suitable, they will have a negative impact by inhibiting and sabotaging economic devel-
opment.

Annotation 56

As Engels wrote in his letter to Conrad Schmidt of 1890:
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.

Engels’ prediction that large nation states which “bucked up against” and resisted 
economic developments would “go to smash for good” proved prescient. Today there 
are no large nation states left which have not progressed on from a feudal mode of 
production; all such remnant states (such as the feudal states of China, the Ottoman 
Empire, and Russia, all of which managed to last into the 20th century) have, indeed, 
“gone to smash” and been replaced with higher-stage modes of production.

However, even though the impact of the superstructure on the base takes place in 
many ways and on many levels, the superstructure cannot play a decisive role in deter-
mining the base of society [nor, by extension, of society in general]. The base of society 
will always determine the ultimate direction of society’s development based upon eco-
nomic necessities.

Annotation 57

Although the superstructure and its components (including political parties, polit-
ical consciousness, and other forms of organized political activity) cannot determine 
the material base of society, it is important to understand that they can impact the base 
significantly and bring about changes which benefit an oppressed class in significant 
ways. These impacts becomes especially pronounced when productive forces and 
relations of production are no longer compatible with each other, as is the case pres-
ently under capitalism. Because the productive forces are incompatible with capitalist 
relations of production, it is possible for workers to engage in social revolution to seize 
the means of production, build a state which they control, impose a dictatorship of 
the proletariat, and eventually end capitalism and class society altogether. This is the 
historical mission of the working class and the primary subject in the study of Scientif-
ic Socialism. The subjective role of the masses and of individuals in social revolution is 
discussed in detail in Chapter 6, starting on p. 230.
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CHAPTER 3
SOCIAL BEING DETERMINES SOCIAL CONSCIOUSNESS; AND THE RELATIVE 

INDEPENDENCE OF SOCIAL CONSCIOUSNESS

In the system of Historical Materialism, a fundamental law is that social being deter-
mines social consciousness. This principle relates to the fundamental opposition between 
materialist and idealist worldviews of society.23

Annotation 58

Social being and social consciousness are defined in more detail in the next section. 
In short, social being can be understood as all the material aspects of human society 
while social consciousness refers to all the ways in which human consciousness man-
ifests in society. The fundamental law of Historical Materialism that “social being 
determines social consciousness” is rooted in the Dialectical Materialist understanding 
of the relationship between matter and consciousness (described more in Part 1, p. 88).

Lenin started from the principle that social being determines social consciousness 
when introducing Marx’s system of Historical Materialist views:

A realization of the inconsistency, incompleteness, and one-sidedness of the 
old materialism convinced Marx of the necessity of "bringing the science of 
society... into harmony with the materialist foundation, and of reconstructing it 
thereupon." Since materialism in general explains consciousness as the outcome 
of being, and not conversely, then materialism as applied to the social life of hu-
manity has to explain social consciousness as the outcome of social being.24

Annotation 59

Here is an expanded version of the above-quoted passage from The Materialist Con-
ception of History From Karl Marx by Lenin:

A realization of the inconsistency, incompleteness, and one-sidedness of the 
old materialism convinced Marx of the necessity of “bringing the science of 
society... into harmony with the materialist foundation, and of reconstructing it 
thereupon.” Since materialism in general explains consciousness as the outcome 
of being, and not conversely, then materialism as applied to the social life of 
mankind has to explain social consciousness as the outcome of social being. As 
Marx writes in Capital, Vol. I:

“Technology discloses man’s mode of dealing with Nature, the immediate 
process of production by which he sustains his life, and thereby also lays bare 
the mode of formation of his social relations, and of the mental conceptions that 
flow from them.” In the preface to his Contribution to the Critique of Political 
Economy, Marx gives an integral formulation of the fundamental principles of 
materialism as applied to human society and its history, in the following words:

23	 See Part 1, p. 13.
24	 Karl Marx, V. I. Lenin, 1914.
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“In the social production of their life, men enter into definite relations that are 
indispensable and independent of their will, relations of production which corre-
spond 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 su-
perstructure 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 conscious-
ness. 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 with-
in 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 im-
mense superstructure is more or less rapidly transformed. In considering such 
transformations a distinction should always be made between the material trans-
formation 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, 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 we cannot judge of such a period of transformation by its own consciousness; 
on the contrary, this consciousness must be explained rather from the contra-
dictions of material life, from the existing conflict between the social productive 
forces and the relations of production... In broad outlines, Asiatic, ancient, feudal, 
and modern bourgeois modes of production can be designated as progressive 
epochs in the economic formation of society.”

The discovery of the materialist conception of history, or more correctly, the 
consistent continuation and extension of materialism into the domain of social 
phenomena, removed the two chief shortcomings in earlier historical theories. 
In the first place, the latter at best examined only the ideological motives in the 
historical activities of human beings, without investigating the origins of those 
motives, or ascertaining the objective laws governing the development of the 
system of social relations, or seeing the roots of these relations in the degree 
of development reached by material production; in the second place, the earlier 
theories did not embrace the activities of the masses of the population, whereas 
Historical Materialism made it possible for the first time to study with scientific 
accuracy the social conditions of the life of the masses, and the changes in those 
conditions. At best, pre-Marxist “sociology” and historiography brought forth 
an accumulation of raw facts, collected at random, and a description of individual 
aspects of the historical process. By examining the totality of opposing tenden-
cies, by reducing them to precisely definable conditions of life and production of 
the various classes of society, by discarding subjectivism and arbitrariness in the 
choice of a particular “dominant” idea or in its interpretation, and by revealing 
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that, without exception, all ideas and all the various tendencies stem from the 
condition of the material forces of production, Marxism indicated the way to an 
all-embracing and comprehensive study of the process of the rise, development, 
and decline of socio-economic systems. People make their own history, but what 
determines the motives of people, of the mass of people, i.e., what is the sum 
total of all these clashes in the mass of human societies? What are the objective 
conditions of production of material life that form the basis of all man’s histor-
ical activity? What is the law of development of these conditions? To all these 
Marx drew attention and indicated the way to a scientific study of history as a 
single process which, with all its immense variety and contradictoriness, is gov-
erned by definite laws.

I . SOCIAL BEING DETERMINES SOCIAL CONSCIOUSNESS
1. Definitions of social being and social consciousness
The term social being refers to the material life and material conditions of society.
The fundamental factors of social being include:

•	 Mode of material production.
•	 Factors belonging to natural conditions.
•	 Geographical circumstances.
•	 Population.

These factors exist in a dialectical unity, interacting with each other and creating 
conditions for the survival and development of society in which the mode of material 
production is the most fundamental factor.

Annotation 60

The term “material base” describes relationships which are involved with material 
production processes in human society.

SOCIAL BEING

MATERIAL BASE 

•  Means of Production
•  Human Labor
•  Natural Resources
•  Relations of Production

NATURAL CONDITIONS POPULATION

GEOGRAPHICAL
CIRCUMSTANCES

ALL OTHER MATERIAL
ASPECTS OF HUMANITY

Social being encompasses the material base and all other material aspects of human society.

“Social being” is a broader term which encompasses not only the material base but 
also all other material factors which determine and impact human society. In addition 
to the material base of society, social being also includes natural conditions. Natural 
conditions include natural phenomena such as weather, climate, ecological factors, etc. 
Human societies can develop quite differently from one another based on natural con-
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ditions. For example, a society which has frequent hurricanes and heavy rainfall might 
develop much differently from a society which develops in a desert environment.

Similarly, geographical circumstances are aspects of social being which can affect the 
development of human societies in significant ways. For instance, a human society 
located on an island near the equator will develop quite differently than a human soci-
ety in a mountainous region with long, harsh winters.

Population is another factor of social being which can affect the development of 
human society in various ways. A society with a much larger population will be able 
to perform some industrial processes which a society with a much smaller population 
might not be able to perform. Population also has a strong correlation with productive 
forces, since a higher population provides a larger supply of human labor.

There are many other factors of social being, but the factors listed above are the most 
essential in determining the material conditions of a human society, with the mode of 
production being the most essential of all. This is because the mode of production can 
drastically change the ways in which human beings live in terms of material condi-
tions. For example, a nation with a very small population but with a highly developed 
capitalist and industrialized mode of production would likely have a far more produc-
tive material base in terms of economic output than an agrarian feudal society even if 
the feudal society were to have a much larger population.

SOCIAL BEING

DIALECTICAL
UNITY

MATERIAL BASE 

NATURAL CONDITIONS POPULATION

GEOGRAPHICAL
CIRCUMSTANCES

ALL OTHER MATERIAL
ASPECTS OF HUMANITY

All aspects of social being exist in dialectical unity with one another and mutually develop each 
other over time.

All aspects of social being (mode of production, natural conditions, geographical 
circumstances, etc.) exist in dialectical unity with one another. To put it another way, 
these are all internal relations of social being which define and develop human society 
at the material level. If, for example, the population of human society grows it will im-
pact natural conditions (i.e., humans will use more natural resources, create pollution, 
etc.), just as natural conditions impact the material base, and so on.
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The term social consciousness refers to the mental life of society. Social consciousness 
arises from social being and reflects the different stages of development of social being.

Annotation 61

Social consciousness refers to ideas and mental life shared within and between 
groups of human beings. Social consciousness is shared through communication and 
through social activity. Social consciousness includes various forms of social con-
sciousness as discussed in Annotation 16, p. 26. Social consciousness is defined by a 
relationship between a social-economic form's superstructure and all other aspects of 
consciousness within that society.

Superstructure is determined by the material base of human society. In class society, 
a suitable superstructure is created because of objective necessity25 to defend and stabi-
lize the position of the ruling class.

HUMAN EXISTENCE

SOCIAL-ECONOMIC FORMATION

BASE SUPERSTRUCTURE

SOCIAL
CONSCIOUSNESSSOCIAL BEING

Social-economic forms are defined by relations between the base and superstructure of society. 
The base and superstructure are both internal aspects of social being and social consciousness, 

respectively. Social being and social consciousness define human existence.

Social consciousness develops from a lower state of direct and immediate observa-
tion of the world to higher states of more abstract and general understandings of the 
world. The lower state of social consciousness is empirical social consciousness and the 
higher state is called theoretical social consciousness.

Concrete →
develops into

Abstract

Empirical Social Consciousness Theoretical Social Consciousness

25	 This objective need is explained in detail in Annotation 50, p. 90.
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Social knowledge is knowledge which is held collectively within and between hu-
man societies. Social knowledge can exist at a lower level of development as ordinary 
social knowledge or at a higher level of development as scientific social knowledge.

Directly Observed →
develops into

Systematically Derived

Ordinary Social Knowledge Scientific Social Knowledge

The textbook Philosophy of Marxism-Leninism gives the following definition of ordi-
nary social knowledge:

Ordinary social knowledge includes all the knowledge, concepts, etc. of people 
in a certain community which are formed directly from daily practical activities 
and which have not yet been systematized and generalized into theory. Ordinary 
social knowledge often vividly and directly reflects many aspects of people’s dai-
ly lives, and often influences daily life.

Scientific social knowledge is knowledge that has been developed through more sys-
tematic and scientific observations and experiments and which is held socially. Based 
on the content and fields of social life that it reflects, scientific social knowledge can in-
clude many different forms: political knowledge, legal knowledge, moral knowledge, 
religious knowledge, aesthetic knowledge, philosophical knowledge, etc. Scientific 
knowledge develops from ordinary knowledge as groups of humans work together to 
seek more formal and systematic understandings of things we experience in daily life.

Correspondence Between Cognitive Theory of Dialectical Materialism 
and Historical Materialism

Concrete Abstract
Dialectical Materialism Empirical Consciousness Theoretical Consciousness
Historical Materialism Empirical Social Consciousness Theoretical Social Consciousness

Directly Observed Systematically Derived
Dialectical Materialism Ordinary Knowledge  Scientific Knowledge
Historical Materialism Ordinary Social Knowledge Scientific Social Knowledge

This conception of social consciousness and social knowledge reflects the more gen-
eral conception of consciousness and knowledge described by the Cognitive Theory of 
Dialectical Materialism (see Part 1, Annotation 216, p. 210).

There is a dialectical unity between social consciousness and individual consciousness. 
The relationship between social consciousness and individual consciousness is a rela-
tionship of Private and Common.

Annotation 62

The universal category pair of Private and Common is explained in detail in Part 1, p. 
128. To briefly review:

Private refers to specific things, phenomena, and ideas.
Common refers to aspects, factors, and relations shared between private subjects.
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Social consciousness represents the common aspects of private individual conscious-
ness within a society. In other words, social consciousness encompasses all of the 
ideas, thoughts, attitudes, beliefs, prejudices, and other manifestations of conscious-
ness which are broadly held in common within society.

Note that it is not necessary for all members of human society to agree on something 
for it to be commonly held as a social consciousness form within a society. Take, for 
example, a genre of music. Some people may enjoy listening to the genre, while others 
might not. What is held in common, regardless, is awareness and impact which the 
genre has on a society at large (including all the individual humans within society).

HUMAN CONSCIOUSNESS

INDIVIDUAL
CONSCIOUSNESS

SOCIAL
CONSCIOUSNESS

The phenomenon of human consciousness is defined by a relationship between the 
consciousness of individual human beings and social consciousness.

Individual consciousness and social consciousness have a dialectical relationship 
with one another, meaning that the consciousness of individuals can impact social 
consciousness and vice-versa. The work of a single artist, for example, might impact a 
wider art movement, and wider art movements will also impact the work of individu-
al artists.

Generally speaking, throughout history and even today, human beings have not 
been fully aware of the true relationship between social being and social conscious-
ness. As Lenin explained in Materialism and Empirio-Criticism:

In all social formations of any complexity—and in the capitalist social forma-
tion in particular—people in their intercourse are not conscious of what kind 
of social relations are being formed, in accordance with what laws they develop, 
etc. For instance, a peasant when he sells his grain enters into “intercourse” with 
the world producers of grain in the world market, but he is not conscious of it; 
nor is he conscious of the kind of social relations that are formed on the basis 
of exchange. Social consciousness reflects social being—that is Marx’s teaching. 
A reflection may be an approximately true copy of the reflected, but to speak 
of identity is absurd. Consciousness in general reflects being—that is a general 
principle of all materialism. It is impossible not to see its direct and insepara-
ble connection with the principle of Historical Materialism: social conscious-
ness reflects social being.
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Social consciousness has a very complex structure. The structure of social conscious-
ness can be analyzed from many different perspectives, including [but not limited to]:

•	 Aspects of Social Consciousness
•	 Empirical Social Consciousness vs. Theoretical Social Consciousness
•	 Social Psychology vs. Social Ideology
•	 Class Analysis of Social Consciousness

Each of these perspectives of analysis is described in more detail below.

Annotation 63

A perspective, or viewpoint, is the starting point of analysis. Various perspectives of 
social consciousness exist, and these perspectives develop over time. The perspectives 
of social consciousness which follow are those which are most relevant to Historical 
Materialist analysis.

Aspects of Social Consciousness
One can analyze different aspects of social consciousness. Each aspect of social con-

sciousness is a reflection of a corresponding aspect of social being. For instance, political 
being is reflected as political consciousness; legal being is reflected as legal conscious-
ness; moral being is reflected as moral consciousness; religious being is reflected as 
religious consciousness; aesthetic being is reflected as aesthetic consciousness; scientific 
being is reflected as scientific consciousness; etc.

Annotation 64

Aspects of social consciousness include such phenomena as art, music, scientific un-
derstanding, political ideology, etc. There are countless ways in which human beings 
have categorized and grouped together aspects of social consciousness, but it must be 
understood that all of these aspects exist in dialectical unity with each other.

For example, advances in scientific understanding have led to new techniques and 
ideas about art, art movements can impact political movements, and so on.

In addition, all of these aspects of social consciousness are determined by social being.
For example, certain forms of art could not have existed without prerequisite devel-

opments in social being (i.e., photography could not have existed before the invention/
existence of technologies such as the camera and the photographic process; the mod-
ern music industry as it exists today could not have developed before the development 
of technologies like recorded music as well as the development of the capitalist mode 
of production).

Empirical Social Consciousness vs. Theoretical Social Consciousness
Over time, aspects of social consciousness will reflect the social base from lower to 

higher levels—that is to say, with increasing sophistication and accuracy. Social con-
sciousness can be analyzed based on this level of reflection [of the social base], and this 
analysis requires distinguishing between empirical social consciousness and theoretical 
social consciousness.
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Empirical social consciousness is the sum total of the knowledge and conceptions of peo-
ple in a certain community. It is formed directly from daily practical activities, which are 
not yet systematized nor generalized into theory.

Theoretical social consciousness includes ideas and conceptions which have been system-
atized and generalized into social theories, presented in the form of concepts, categories, 
and laws. Theoretical social consciousness has the ability to reflect objective reality in a 
general, profound, and accurate way. It can outline the essential relationships of things 
and phenomena within a society. Once theoretical social consciousness reaches a high 
enough level, it becomes possible for systematically formed ideologies to develop.

Annotation 65

As discussed previously in Annotation 61, p. 108, Empirical Social Consciousness and 
Theoretical Social Consciousness are concepts which closely relate to the corresponding 
psychological concepts of Empirical Consciousnes and Theoretical Consciousness from the 
cognitive theory of Dialectical Materialism.26 Social consciousness is a higher form of 
individual consciousness as it reflects the collective development of the mental life of 
human beings across society.

Empirical Social Consciousness
Empirical consciousness describes consciousness which reflects the process of col-

lecting data about the world through observation, experimentation, and practice.
Empirical social consciousness is empirical consciousness which human beings have 

developed collectively through social processes into a higher social form.

Theoretical Social Consciousness
Along the same lines, theoretical consciousness is the indirect, abstract, systematic 

level of perception in which the nature and laws of things and phenomena are gener-
alized and abstracted.

Theoretical social consciousness is theoretical consciousness which human beings 
have developed collectively through social processes into a higher social form of con-
sciousness.

Development of Social Consciousness
Just as empirical consciousness develops into theoretical consciousness as an indi-

vidual psychological phenomenon, empirical social consciousness also develops into 
the higher form of theoretical social consciousness. Theoretical consciousness arises 
from conscious reflection on accumulated knowledge, as human beings seek to de-
velop general and abstract understanding of the underlying principles of processes 
we experience in the world. The highest form of theoretical social consciousness is 
ideology. In the article “Social Consciousness in Marxism-Leninism” by Dr. Nguyen 
Thi Hong Van (professor of science and technology at Posts and Telecommunications 
Institute of Technology in Hanoi) explains the concept of ideology in more detail: 

Ideology is a high level of social consciousness, formed when people are more 
aware of their material living conditions. Ideology has the ability to delve deeply 
into the nature of subjects including social relationships.

26	 See Part 1, p. 210.
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Ideology is a theoretical perception of social existence, a system of ideological 
views (political, philosophical, ethical, artistic, religious, and so on) that is the 
result of a generalization of social experience. Ideology is formed self-conscious-
ly. That is to say, it is formed and propagated in society through social activity 
which is conscious and intentional.

Ideology, though highly developed consciousness, is not necessarily true and accu-
rate scientific consciousness. It can, indeed, constitute false consciousness, which is 
consciousness that is misaligned with reality, as Dr. Nguyen explains:

 When studying ideology, it is necessary to distinguish between scientific and 
non-scientific ideology. Scientific ideology accurately and objectively reflects the 
material relationships of society. Unscientific ideology also reflects material and 
social relationships, but in a false, illusory, and objectively distorted form. 

As a part of social consciousness, ideology greatly influences the development 
of science. For instance, throughout history natural science has been highly in-
fluenced by ideology. Philosophical consciousness in particular plays an import-
ant role in the process of generalizing scientific research.

Social Psychology vs. Social Ideology
Social consciousness can reflect social being with varying degrees of directness or in-

directness. Social consciousness which reflects social being directly is social psychology, 
while social consciousness which reflects social being indirectly is social ideology.

Social psychology is the whole emotional life, mood, aspirations, will, etc. of certain 
human communities. Social psychology is a direct and spontaneous reflection of living 
situation of the human beings who compose a society.

Social ideology is the entire system of social conceptions and viewpoints such as poli-
tics, philosophy, ethics, art, religion, etc. It is an indirect and self-conscious reflection of 
social being. Social psychology and social ideology are two levels, two different modes 
of reflection of social consciousness for the same social being. They have a dialectical 
relationship with each other but social psychology does not produce social ideology.

Annotation 66

The relationship between Social Psychology and Social Ideology is explained more 
in Philosophy of Marxism-Leninism:

Social psychology includes all emotions, desires, moods, habits, and so on, 
which belong to a segment of people or all of society. Social psychology is 
formed under the direct influence of the daily life of people and it reflects that 
life. The characteristic of social psychology is that it directly reflects people’s dai-
ly living conditions. It is a spontaneous reflection, often recording the superficial 
aspects of social existence. It is incapable of fully, clearly, and deeply outlining 
the nature of human social relationships.

Human concepts of social psychology are still experiential and have not been 
expressed theoretically. This means that intellectual factors are intertwined with 
emotional factors. However, the important role of social psychology in the devel-
opment of social consciousness cannot be denied. Karl Marx, Engels, Lenin, 
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and Ho Chi Minh attached great importance to studying the people’s socio-psy-
chological state in order to understand the people, educate the people, and bring 
them to actively and voluntarily participate in the struggle for a better society.

Ideology is social consciousness that has attained some level of theoretical 
awareness of social being. Ideology is a system of viewpoints and ideas (of poli-
tics, philosophy, ethics, art, religion, etc.) that are the result of generalization of 
social experience. Ideology is formed consciously. That is to say, ideology is creat-
ed by ideologues of certain classes and propagated in society.

It is necessary to distinguish between scientific ideology and non-scientific 
ideology. Scientific ideology accurately and objectively reflects the material re-
lationships of society. Non-scientific ideology also reflects the material relation-
ships of society, but in a false, illusory or distorted form.

As a component of social consciousness, ideology greatly influences the devel-
opment of science. The history of natural science has shown the important effect 
of ideology, especially philosophical ideology, on the process of generalizing 
scientific research and understanding.

Although social psychology and social ideology exist at two levels and as two 
different modes of reflection of social consciousness, they have a dialectical rela-
tionship with each other. They have the same origin, which is social being. They 
both reflect social being. Social psychology can contribute to favorable conditions 
for class members to absorb class ideology.

This can work for or against the development of class consciousness in workers. For 
example, a ruling class may offer benefits to an oppressed class to reduce or inhibit the 
development of class consciousness. If conditions deteriorate so that oppressed classes 
are more dissatisfied with their lives, class consciousness may develop more readily.

It is also possible for agents of a ruling class to use social psychology to influence 
and sway an oppressed class into opposing their own class interests. For instance, the 
capitalist class might work to convince workers that their problems stem from other 
social groups or phenomena to keep them from understanding the nature of class 
society. False consciousness is often used to divide workers and prevent workers from 
resisting capitalism.

The textbook Philosophy of Marxism-Leninism explains how scientific consciousness 
which accurately reflets reality can help to develop class consciousness:

Developing a close relationship between ideology (especially progressive sci-
entific ideology) and social psychology and with a lively and rich social life will 
help make social ideology and theory less rigid and less faulty. Similarly, social 
ideology and social theory increase the intellectual aspect of social psychology. 
Scientific ideology promotes the development of social psychology in a correct 
and healthy direction which is beneficial to social progress. Anti-scientific and 
reactionary ideology stimulates the development of more negative elements of 
social psychology.

However, it must be understood that ideology does not stem directly from 
social psychology, nor is it a direct expression of social psychology.
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In other words, it is possible for social psychology and ideology to be at odds with 
each other. Workers may suffer from capitalist oppression yet still adopt ideology 
which constitutes false consciousness and this may lead them to support the very sys-
tem which oppresses them. Similarly, it is also possible for workers who live relatively 
comfortable lives to have scientific consciousness which allows them to understand 
the system of capitalism for what it is and to hold progressive views, up to and includ-
ing class consciousness, as Philosophy of Marxism-Leninism explains:

Any ideology that reflects contemporary relationships also inherits previously 
existing social theories, ideas and perspectives. For example, medieval religious 
ideology in Western Europe expressed the interests of the feudal class, but was 
born directly from idealist philosophical ideas from ancient times and Christian 
ideology from the early Christian era.

The Marxist-Leninist ideology was not directly born from the social psycholo-
gy of the working class, which was spontaneously fighting against the bourgeoi-
sie at that time, but was a theoretical generalization from the totality of human 
knowledge, from the experiences of the class struggle of the working class, which 
at the same time directly inherited the socio-economic and philosophical theories 
of the late 18th and early 19th centuries.

Thus we can see that social ideology is organically related to social psychology 
and is influenced by social psychology, but it is not simply a “condensation” of 
social psychology.

Ho Chi Minh explained the importance of deeply understanding the social psychol-
ogy of the working class in the context of building socialism, writing in Modify the 
Working Style:

The people are very clever, very enthusiastic, very heroic. Therefore, we 
[communist cadres] must learn from the people, ask the people, understand the 
people. Every slogan, every project, every policy must rely on the ideas and 
experience of the people. We must listen to the people’s desires. . . However, this 
does not mean that we will follow blindly whatever the people say. Cadres must 
have our own ways of discerning. This means we must discern ideas carefully. 
We must analyze carefully all classes of the people.

In a class-based society, social consciousness is also class-based, reflecting different 
and even opposing material living conditions and interests between classes. Each class 
has its own specific mental life, but the ideology that dominates society is always the 
ideology of the ruling class.

Annotation 67

In Critique of Political Economy, Karl Marx discusses how social consciousness emerg-
es from and is determined by material reality:

The mode of production of material life conditions the general process of 
social, political and intellectual life. It is not the consciousness of men that 
determines their existence, but their social existence that determines their 
consciousness.
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In class society, class consciousness is a form of social consciousness which reflects 
class struggle. Class consciousness plays an important role in the development of hu-
man society from one mode of production to the next. This is because class conscious-
ness is a prerequisite to social revolution.

As productive forces develop, they eventually clash with existing relations of pro-
duction, leading to new relations of production. This reflects the Law of Suitability 
(see p. 42). This change in the base drives transformation in the superstructure, per the 
Law of the Base Determining the Superstructure of Society (see p. 90).

DEVELOPMENT

Productive forces develop to the point
that they are no longer suitable with

relations of production.

1
This creates an objective need for

new relations of production.

DEVELOPMENT

2

New revolutionary class emerges which
is more suitable to productive forces.

3
Class consciousness emerges within new

revolutionary class.

We should rule society!

4

Class consciousness leads to social revolution.
Revolutionary class becomes new ruling class.

BOURGEOIS STATE

CONSTRUCTS
THROUGH
REVOLUTION

5

DEVELOPMENT

New relations of production are now
suitable with productive forces.

Society stabilizes and development continues.

SUITABLE

6

In order for a revolutionary class to take control of society, class consciousness must be 
developed to a high enough degree that social revolution can be undertaken.

Eventually a new revolutionary class will emerge which is more suitable to newly 
formed productive forces and relations of production. In time the revolutionary class 
will develop its own social consciousness and awareness of itself as a class. This is 
referred to as class consciousness.

In class society, social consciousness has a class character, meaning that different 
classes will think differently about society, the world, and each other. However, it 
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must be understood that the ruling class of a given society shapes the predominant 
social consciousness in that society, as Marx explains in Critique of Political Economy:

Just as one does not judge an individual by what he thinks about himself, so 
one cannot judge such a period of transformation by its consciousness, but, on 
the contrary, this consciousness must be explained from the contradictions of 
material life, from the conflict existing between the social forces of production 
and the relations of production. No social order is ever destroyed before all the 
productive forces for which it is sufficient have been developed, and new superi-
or relations of production never replace older ones before the material conditions 
for their existence have matured within the framework of the old society.

This is why all philosophies and ideologies must be studied in the context of the 
class society and material conditions from which they have emerged and also why the 
study of philosophy and ideology detached from class analysis is a useless pursuit.27

Class consciousness plays a special role in the development of class society because 
the development of class consciousness by a revolutionary class is a prerequisite to 
social revolution. Marx cautioned that we must not mistake the necessity for class con-
sciousness to proceed social revolution for an idealist position:

The weapon of criticism cannot, of course, replace criticism by weapons, mate-
rial force must be overthrown by material force; but theory also becomes a ma-
terial force as soon as it has gripped the masses. Theory is capable of gripping the 
masses as soon as it demonstrates ad hominem, and it demonstrates ad homi-
nem as soon as it becomes radical. To be radical is to grasp the root of the matter.

When Marx says that theory must "grip the masses ad hominem," he means that the 
theory must manifest in the actual life conditions and conscious activities of the mass-
es. It is not enough for the masses to simply be aware of their own class position and 
their historical mission to enact social revolution; they must bring these ideas to life by 
building institutions capable of revolutionary struggle. Of these institutions, the most 
important is the state, because it allows a class to control the means of production.28 In 
order to build a state which represents its own class interests, advanced elements of 
the revolutionary class must build a revolutionary institution (i.e., a revolutionary par-
ty) and a corresponding revolutionary ideology (i.e., revolutionary theory). To make 
class consciousness a material force, revolutionary theory must serve to develop and 
instill class consciousness widely within the revolutionary class, and a party is neces-
sary to allow advanced elements of the revolutionary class to struggle and enact social 
revolution, as Lenin explained in What is to be Done:

Without revolutionary theory there can be no revolutionary movement. . . the 
role of the vanguard fighter can be fulfilled only by a party that is guided by the 
most advanced theory.

If the objective economic conditions of society demand it (i.e., if the economic base 
is no longer suitable with the superstructure of society), then eventually—through the 
construction of revolutionary theory which is put into practice by a revolutionary par-
ty—the revolutionary class will eventually develop revolutionary theory and a revolu-

27	 For further critique of idealist conceptions of history, see Annotation 13, p. 19.
28	 See Annotation 49, p. 88.
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tionary party which will guide the masses to a new stage of development; the revo-
lutionary class will become the new ruling class. This process of development reflects 
the Law of Suitability which is discussed in Annotation 33, p. 48.

In A Militant Agreement for the Uprising, Lenin explained that in our present age, a 
precondition for social revolution by the working class is the development of a Marx-
ist workers' party:

We see in the independent, uncompromisingly Marxist party of the revolu-
tionary proletariat the sole pledge of socialism’s victory and the road to victory 
that is most free from vacillations.

It must also be understood that social revolution cannot be fully secured until a dic-
tatorship of the proletariat is formed via the construction of a state which is controlled 
by the working class. This will give the workers' a commanding position over the 
capitalist class which gives workers control over the means of production. In doing so, 
political revolution is developed into economic revolution. This allows human society 
to advance to the next stage of development in accordance with the laws and princi-
ples of Historical Materialism and Social Formation Theory.

Bearing all this in mind, the historical mission of the working class can be summa-
rized as follows:

Advanced elements of the working class must build a revolutionary party and 
develop corresponding revolutionary theory. This superstructural configuration of 
institution and ideology must be used to develop class consciousness among the work-
ing masses and guide them to revolution. This revolution must result in the construc-
tion of a workers' state which can bring about the dictatorship of the proletariat. Only 
through the dictatorship of the proletariat can workers fulfill the historical mission of 
ending class society once and for all.

Ending capitalism will require a high development of class consciousness among the 
working class. Until the working class develops class consciousness on a mass level, 
social revolution and the overthrow of the ruling class of capitalists will remain im-
possible, despite the fact that the material conditions have already been in place since 
Marx and Engels were alive. Understanding the role of social consciousness in human 
society and the role of revolutionary theory and the revolutionary party in the arena 
of class struggle is therefore of vital importance in the study of both Historical Materi-
alism and Scientific Socialism. Historical Materialist analysis is concerned with pro-
cesses of development in both social being and social consciousness of human society, 
while Scientific Socialism is concerned with the practice of developing the working 
class in order to bring about social revolution and an end to capitalism.

The prevailing social ideology affects the consciousness of all classes in social life. Ac-
cording to Marx and Engels:

The class which has the means of material production at its disposal, has 
control at the same time over the means of mental production, so that thereby, 
generally speaking, the ideas of those who lack the means of mental production 
are subject to it.”29

29	 Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, The German Ideology, 1846.
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In the full passage from which the above quotation is taken, Marx explains in detail 
the process by which the ideas of the ruling class become predominant in class society:

The ideas of the ruling class are in every epoch the ruling ideas, i.e. the class 
which is the ruling material force of society, is at the same time its ruling intel-
lectual force. The class which has the means of material production at its dispos-
al, has control at the same time over the means of mental production, so that 
thereby, generally speaking, the ideas of those who lack the means of mental 
production are subject to it. The ruling ideas are nothing more than the ideal ex-
pression of the dominant material relationships, the dominant material relation-
ships grasped as ideas; hence of the relationships which make the one class the 
ruling one, therefore, the ideas of its dominance. The individuals composing the 
ruling class possess among other things consciousness, and therefore think. Inso-
far, therefore, as they rule as a class and determine the extent and compass of an 
epoch, it is self-evident that they do this in its whole range, hence among other 
things rule also as thinkers, as producers of ideas, and regulate the production 
and distribution of the ideas of their age: thus their ideas are the ruling ideas of 
the epoch. For instance, in an age and in a country where royal power, aristocra-
cy, and bourgeoisie are contending for mastery and where, therefore, mastery is 
shared, the doctrine of the separation of powers proves to be the dominant idea 
and is expressed as an “eternal law.”

In other words, the consciousness of the ruling class is rooted in the material rela-
tions of production of society and thus reflects the dominance of the ruling class. Marx 
goes on to explain how some individuals become dedicated ideologists tasked with 
systematizing the ideas of the ruling class to higher levels of theoretical conscious-
ness:30

The division of labour, which we already saw above as one of the chief forc-
es of history up till now, manifests itself also in the ruling class as the division 
of mental and material labour, so that inside this class one part appears as the 
thinkers of the class (its active, conceptive ideologists, who make the perfecting 
of the illusion of the class about itself their chief source of livelihood), while the 
others’ attitude to these ideas and illusions is more passive and receptive, because 
they are in reality the active members of this class and have less time to make up 
illusions and ideas about themselves.

Marx then introduces the concept of revolutionary class consciousness:
The existence of revolutionary ideas in a particular period presupposes the 

existence of a revolutionary class.

Here, Marx is referring to the fact that before revolutionary ideas can be generated, 
material conditions for those ideas must first be present. These material conditions 
arise from the development of an economic class which would better suit the newly 
developed productive forces. This new revolutionary class will eventually develop 
consciousness of its own existence and its own revolutionary potential, and this class 
consciousness will eventually lead to social revolution in which the revolutionary class 
seizes control of the means of production and builds a state to enforce its rule.

30	 Ideologists are discussed more in Annotation 102, p. 185.
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These revolutionary classes emerge from material development which takes place 
in the social being of human society. Before a revolutionary class can take power and 
usher in a new stage of development of class society and a new mode of production, 
they must first stage a social revolution. Before a social revolution can be carried out, 
the class consciousness of the revolutionary class must be developed to a high level.

DIALECTICAL MATERIALIST VIEWPOINT
OF RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN MATTER AND CONSCIOUSNESS

MATTER CONSCIOUSNESS

PRIMARY EXISTENCE SECONDARY EXISTENCE

HISTORICAL MATERIALIST VIEWPOINT
OF ORIGINS OF REVOLUTIONARY CONSCIOUSNESS

REVOLUTIONARY
ECONOMIC CLASS

REVOLUTIONARY
IDEAS

PRIMARY EXISTENCE SECONDARY EXISTENCE

Consciousness
Arises From

Material Conditions

Class Consciousness
Arises From

Economic Class

Marx’s observation that revolutionary ideas stem from social being has a basis in the Dialectical 
Materiailst conception of the relationship between matter and consciousness.

Class consciousness, therefore, is the social consciousness of a particular class in 
society pertaining to itself and its relations to other classes and the means of production. As a 
revolutionary class comes to cement its power over class society, the class conscious-
ness of the new ruling class becomes the predominant consciousness of all of society. 
This begins to shift, however, as the productive forces develop and eventually reach
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a point of development which makes them no longer compatible with the relations of 
production. At this point, a new revolutionary class emerges and class consciousness 
begins to develop (based on that material development of the productive forces).

Next, Marx explains how each new stage of development of the mode of production 
and relations of production leads to dominant social consciousness which must pres-
ent itself as more “universal” to justify the position of the new ruling class. Marx also 
critiques historians who do not consider the material conditions which give rise to the 
philosophies and ideals of any given era of human society:

If now in considering the course of history we detach the ideas of the ruling 
class from the ruling class itself and attribute to them an independent existence, 
if we confine ourselves to saying that these or those ideas were dominant at a 
given time, without bothering ourselves about the conditions of production and 
the producers of these ideas, if we thus ignore the individuals and world con-
ditions which are the source of the ideas, we can say, for instance, that during 
the time that the aristocracy was dominant, the concepts honour, loyalty, etc. 
were dominant, during the dominance of the bourgeoisie the concepts freedom, 
equality, etc. The ruling class itself on the whole imagines this to be so. This 
conception of history, which is common to all historians, particularly since the 
eighteenth century, will necessarily come up against the phenomenon that in-
creasingly abstract ideas hold sway, i.e. ideas which increasingly take on the form 
of universality. For each new class which puts itself in the place of one ruling 
before it, is compelled, merely in order to carry through its aim, to represent its 
interest as the common interest of all the members of society, that is, expressed 
in ideal form: it has to give its ideas the form of universality, and represent them 
as the only rational, universally valid ones. The class making a revolution ap-
pears from the very start, if only because it is opposed to a class, not as a class 
but as the representative of the whole of society; it appears as the whole mass of 
society confronting the one ruling class.

It can do this because, to start with, its interest really is more connected with 
the common interest of all other non-ruling classes, because under the pressure 
of hitherto existing conditions its interest has not yet been able to develop as the 
particular interest of a particular class. Its victory, therefore, benefits also many 
individuals of the other classes which are not winning a dominant position, but 
only insofar as it now puts these individuals in a position to raise themselves 
into the ruling class. When the French bourgeoisie overthrew the power of the 
aristocracy, it thereby made it possible for many proletarians to raise themselves 
above the proletariat, but only insofar as they become bourgeois.

Finally, Marx explains how this process will eventually result in an end to class so-
ciety. Once the proletarian working class is able to successfully enact social revolution 
and overtake the capitalist class, there will no longer be any basis for class conscious-
ness, and social consciousness will develop along truly universal lines:

Every new class, therefore, achieves its hegemony only on a broader basis than 
that of the class ruling previously, whereas the opposition of the non-ruling class 
against the new ruling class later develops all the more sharply and profoundly. 
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Both these things determine the fact that the struggle to be waged against this 
new ruling class, in its turn, aims at a more decided and radical negation of the 
previous conditions of society than could all previous classes which sought to 
rule. This whole semblance, that the rule of a certain class is only the rule of 
certain ideas, comes to a natural end, of course, as soon as class rule in general 
ceases to be the form in which society is organised, that is to say, as soon as it is 
no longer necessary to represent a particular interest as general or the “general 
interest” as ruling.

Next, Marx discusses the idealist conception of history. Historians in a class society 
tend to function as ideologists for the ruling class. This leads to three “efforts” which 
historians undertake to make it seem as though ideas are the driving force of history. 
In this way, the ruling class is better able to justify its own position by convincing the 
oppressed classes that the ideas of the ruling class are superior and that those ideas are 
what drive history (as opposed to material processes and developments in the material 
base of human society).

According to Marx, in order to promote such an idealist interpretation of history, the 
ideologists of the ruling class must accomplish the following three tasks:

1.	 Separate the ideas of those ruling for empirical reasons, under empirical 
conditions and as empirical individuals, from these actual rulers, and thus 
recognize the rule of ideas or illusions in history.

In other words, historians who serve the agenda of the ruling class must draw a 
distinction between the human beings who rule over society as a ruling class and the 
ideas which they conceive to justify their own position of power over society. By sep-
arating the ideas from the humans themselves, one can ignore the power they have in 
terms of the material relations of production. This enables ideologists to pretend that 
the ideas themselves rule over society and advance humanity forward when, in reality, 
it is the material dominance of the ruling class over the means of production which 
enable them to push their agenda forward through material processes.

2.	 Bring an order into this rule of ideas, prove a mystical connection among 
the successive ruling ideas, which is managed by understanding them as 
“acts of self-determination on the part of the concept” (this is possible 
because by virtue of their empirical basis these ideas are really connect-
ed with one another and because, conceived as mere ideas, they become 
self-distinctions, distinctions made by thought).

In other words, it is necessary to develop a theoretical system of the supposed “rule 
of ideas” over society. This system of thought must be formulated to convince the op-
pressed classes that the best ideas are the ones that will rise to the top and advance so-
ciety forward. Once this idea of the “rule of ideas” is established, then the ideas of the 
ruling class must be “mystically connected” to the ideas which best serve the agenda 
of the ruling class. As an example, under capitalism, ideologists often refer to the “free 
market of ideas” as a theoretical system which advances society forward. These same 
ideologists then associate ideas which justify capitalism as “winning in the free market 
of ideas.” In this manner, workers can be convinced that capitalists rule over society 
not because they have the most wealth, power, and control over the means of produc-
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tion, but because “their ideas have won in the free market of ideas.” This is necessary 
to keep workers from realizing the true nature of the underlying material base which 
keeps capitalists in power and to prevent workers from developing revolutionary class 
consciousness which might threaten the power and position of the ruling class.

3.	 To remove the mystical appearance of this “self-determining concept” it is 
changed into a person – “Self-Consciousness” – or, to appear thoroughly 
materialistic, into a series of persons, who represent the “concept” in his-
tory, into the “thinkers,” the “philosophers,” the ideologists, who again are 
understood as the manufacturers of history, as the “council of guardians,” 
as the rulers. Thus, the whole body of materialistic elements has been re-
moved from history and now full rein can be given to the speculative steed.

In other words, it is necessary to make the imagined system of the “rule of ideas” 
seem less mystical and more grounded in reality. In order to make the “rule of ideas” 
and the dominance of the ideas of the ruling class seem more realistic and acceptable 
to the oppressed class, historians must fabricate groups of individuals who are “think-
ers” in society.

These thinkers are then described as the figures in human society who advance his-
tory forward and determine the course of development of human society. In this way, 
the material processes which actually determine the development of human history 
can be concealed and the oppressed classes can be made to believe that the ideas of the 
ruling class are the best ideas formulated by the best thinkers. Next, Marx sarcastically 
explains that historians who develop such idealist conceptions of history can’t seem to 
accomplish the “trivial insight” of distinguishing between what people think of them-
selves and who they actually are:

Whilst in ordinary life every shopkeeper is very well able to distinguish 
between what somebody professes to be and what he really is, our historians 
have not yet won even this trivial insight. They take every epoch at its word and 
believe that everything it says and imagines about itself is true.

Finally, Marx explains that these idealist conceptions of history are only one compo-
nent of the ideological program of the ruling class:

This historical method. . . and especially the reason why [it was formulated], 
must be understood from its connection with the illusion of ideologists in gen-
eral, e.g. the illusions of the jurist, politicians (of the practical statesmen among 
them, too), from the dogmatic dreamings and distortions of these fellows; this is 
explained perfectly easily from their practical position in life, their job, and the 
division of labour.

In summary, class society produces historians, politicians, and other such ideolo-
gists to develop systems of theoretical consciousness and ideologies which promote, 
defend, and advance the position and agenda of the ruling class. This is to conceal the 
fact that the ruling class only has power over society because of the material condi-
tions and processes which give them dominance over the means of production. It is, 
however, possible for the oppressed class to develop a class consciousness of their 
own and, once this consciousness has developed to a high enough level, to enact social 
revolution and take control over the means of production.
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In terms of modern capitalism, this is very important to understand for those wish-
ing to liberate the working class. As the working class comes to see the false conscious-
ness which the capitalist class imposes upon society, they will begin to develop a class 
consciousness of their own. Once a high enough level of class consciousness develops 
then the resulting social revolution over the capitalist class will eventually lead to the 
end of class society altogether. This will allow humans to develop social consciousness 
which universally reflects the will of the people in general without one class dominat-
ing and ruling over society.

This makes the historical mission of the working class especially important since 
only the working class can bring an end to class society.

2. The decisive role of social being in determining social consciousness
One of the great accomplishments of Marx and Engels was the development of ma-

terialism to its peak and the construction of a materialist viewpoint of history.31 This 
materialist conception of history scientifically solved the problem of the formation and 
development of social consciousness.

Marx and Engels have thus proven the following statements to be true:
1.	 The mental life of society [social consciousness] is formed and developed 

on the basis of material life [social being];
2.	 The source of social ideology and social psychology cannot be found with-

in social consciousness and social psychology.
3.	 The source of social consciousness and social psychology is found, not 

within the human mind, but in physical reality.

Annotation 69

As Marx wrote in his preface to Critique of Political Economy:
Neither legal relations nor political forms could be comprehended whether 

by themselves or on the basis of a so-called general development of the human 
mind, but that on the contrary they originate in the material conditions of life

. . . It is not the consciousness of men that determines their existence, but their 
social existence that determines their consciousness.

This is the basis for the Law of the Relationship Between the Social Being and Social 
Consciousness, which states that social being determines social consciousness, while 
it is also possible for social consciousness to impact back upon material reality and 
social being. This law of Historical Materialism has an objective basis in the Dialectical 
Materialist onception of the relationship between matter and consciousness (see Part 
1, p. 88). The Law of the Relationship Between Social Being and Social Consciousness 
is further explained in The German Ideology by Marx and Engels:

The production of ideas, of conceptions, of consciousness, is at first directly 
interwoven with the material activity and the material intercourse of men, the 
language of real life. Conceiving, thinking, the mental intercourse of men, appear 
at this stage as the direct efflux [out-flow] of their material behaviour.

31	 See Part 1, p. 37.
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In other words, human ideology initially corresponds directly to physical activity 
which takes place in the real world. As these ideas develop it can appear as though 
higher forms of consciousness (such as religious or political ideas) are unlinked from 
the material world. However, consciousness is always rooted in the material world 
and in the physical activity of human beings, no matter how developed consciousness 
might become. As Marx and Engels further explain in The German Ideology:

The same applies to mental production as expressed in the language of politics, 
laws, morality, religion, metaphysics, etc., of a people. Men are the producers of 
their conceptions, ideas, etc.—real, active men, as they are conditioned by a defi-
nite development of their productive forces and of the intercourse corresponding 
to these, up to its furthest forms. Consciousness can never be anything else than 
conscious existence, and the existence of men is their actual life-process.

It is crucial to understand the emphasis placed on the fact that ideas originate from 
“real, active” human beings living out “actual life-processes.” This stands in contrast 
to idealist conceptions of human consciousness which seek to either separate human 
consciousness from the material world (as with objective idealism), or to deny the ex-
istence of the material world altogether (as with subjective idealism). Marx and Engels 
made it clear that all consciousness is determined by the material world and material 
labor activities which humans undertake to survive. The German Ideology continues:

If in all ideology men and their circumstances appear upside-down as in a 
camera obscura, this phenomenon arises just as much from their historical life-
process as the inversion of objects on the retina does from their physical life-
process.

This statement can seem confusing as it refers to an antiquated optical device: the 
“camera obscura.” A camera obscura projects an image onto a screen, and this pro-
jected image appears upside down. Similarly, the lens of the human eye also inverts 
images when projecting them onto the retina at the back of the human eye.

1

CAMERA
OBSCURA

2

RETINA

The human eye (1) projects an upside down image on the retina just as a camera obscura (2) 
projects an upside-down on a screen.

In this passage, Marx and Engels are explaining that false consciousness arises from 
material conditions and material life processes. In other words, since all consciousness 
arises from our experiences in the real world, it must also be true that false conscious-
ness arises from our experiences in the real world.
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Some idealists (such as empiricists) may assert that inaccurate perceptions of reality 
are evidence that reality cannot be perceived with any accuracy at all. These idealists 
argue that human beings can only have subjective perceptions of the world and that 
consciousness, therefore, is not determined by reality.

Here, Marx explains that misperceptions are, in and of themselves, determined by 
material phenomena. Just because all consciousness stems from our observations and 
experiences in the real world, that does not mean that consciousness always reflects 
reality accurately. Likewise, just because our consciousness does not always reflect 
reality accurately, that does not mean that consciousness is not determined by reality. 
It should also be noted here that Lenin’s Proof of the Theory of Reflection (see Part 
1, p. 72) shows that human beings are capable of perceiving the material world with 
increasing accuracy over time.

To summarize: if a human being believes something that is objectively false, it must 
be because some objective circumstances of reality are obscuring, skewing, or altering 
the perceptions of that human being. An example of this would be workers in a capi-
talist society believing that capitalism is a system which they, as workers, benefit from. 
This skewed perception of reality is caused by objective material conditions: namely, 
the capitalist relations of production and the power which capitalists have over such 
phenomena as education systems, media outlets, and other information sources.

In short, Marx and Engels are simply saying, here, that all human consciousness—
whether accurate or inaccurate—is determined by material reality.

The causes of changes within an epoch of society cannot be accurately explained 
through the analysis of the social consciousness of that society alone. According to Marx:

One cannot judge such a period of transformation by its consciousness, but, 
on the contrary, this consciousness must be explained from the contradictions of 
material life, from the conflict existing between the social forces of production 
and the relations of production.32

Annotation 70

The above quotation is from the preface to Critique of Political Economy by Karl Marx. 
The full passage gives further insight into the development of social consciousness:

In the social production of their existence, men inevitably enter into definite 
relations, which are independent of their will, namely relations of production 
appropriate to a given stage in the development of their material forces of 
production.

Here, Marx explains that society is formed by humans coming together to produce 
that which is necessary to sustain human life: food, shelter, etc. This production is  
independent of human will because humans must carry out this social production or 
else they will not survive. Therefore, social production processes cannot be considered 
a choice which humans could willingly decide against undertaking. Material produc-
tion is an objective need, on a biological level, for the continuation of the species.

Next, Marx explains that:

32	 Karl Marx, Preface to A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy, 1859.
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The totality of these relations of production constitutes the economic structure 
of society, the real foundation, on which arises a legal and political superstruc-
ture and to which correspond definite forms of social consciousness.

The relationships which human beings have with one another to carry out social 
material processes are economic relationships. This constitutes the material/economic 
base of human society. The material base is what primarily drives the development 
of humanity. A superstructure is also developed based on social consciousness which 
reflects the material base. Marx continues:

The mode of production of material life conditions the general process of so-
cial, political and intellectual life. It is not the consciousness of men that deter-
mines their existence, but their social existence that determines their conscious-
ness.

This is the basis of Social Formation Theory, which is the key to understanding the 
relationship between the material base and the superstructure of society. Social-eco-
nomic production (i.e., the material/economic base) determines the superstructure 
of society. The superstructure can also impact back on the material base. The Law of 
Suitability Between the Relations of Production and Productive Forces dictates that 
developments in the productive forces lead to social revolution which in turn allows 
for society to move on to the next stage of development (see Annotation 33, p. 48).

Social revolution, according to Marx, is a process by which the superstructure 
undergoes a quality shift and the formerly predominant ruling class is superseded by 
a new ruling class. This change and development begins with material contradiction 
(as productive forces grow to such an extent that they are no longer compatible with 
relations of production) and this determines a contradiction in social consciousness (as 
new classes emerge which are more compatible with the new, higher level of produc-
tive forces). Eventually, the newly developing social consciousness of the new ruling 
class develops to such a level that they undertake social revolution and overthrow the 
old ruling class of society. As Marx puts it in Critique of Political Economy:

The changes in the economic foundation lead sooner or later to the transfor-
mation of the whole immense superstructure.

This reflects the Law of the Base Determining the Superstructure of Society (see 
Annotation 50, p. 90).

Thus we see that human society develops in a definite direction, with the develop-
ment of productive forces driving the development of relations of production, which 
drives the development of the base, which drives the development of the superstruc-
ture and society at large. This reflects the Dialectical Materialist position that matter 
determines consciousness, as Marx goes on to explain:

In studying such transformations it is always necessary to distinguish between 
the material transformation of the economic conditions of production, which can 
be determined with the precision of natural science, and the legal, political, reli-
gious, artistic or philosophic – in short, ideological forms in which men become 
conscious of this conflict and fight it out. Just as one does not judge an individual 
by what he thinks about himself, so one cannot judge such a period of transfor-
mation by its consciousness, but, on the contrary, this consciousness must 
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be explained from the contradictions of material life, from the conflict existing 
between the social forces of production and the relations of production. No social 
order is ever destroyed before all the productive forces for which it is sufficient 
have been developed, and new superior relations of production never replace 
older ones before the material conditions for their existence have matured within 
the framework of the old society.

This refutes idealist and metaphysical perspectives of human society and conscious-
ness. Social consciousness does not develop in isolation, in and of itself, metaphysical-
ly distinct from the material base of society. Rather, social consciousness develops in 
dialectical unity with social being, reflecting the Dialectical Materialist conception of 
the relationship between matter and consciousness [see Part 1, p. 88].

The above [materialist] point of view is opposed to the idealist view of society, which:
1.	 Seeks the origin of consciousness within consciousness itself;
2.	 Considers consciousness to be the source of all social phenomena which 

determine social development; and
3.	 Presents history as a development process of social consciousness without 

consideration of social being.
The Historical Materialist point of view completely inverts the idealist point of view 

by affirming that:
1.	 Social being determines social consciousness;
2.	 Social consciousness is a reflection of social being; and
3.	 Social consciousness is dependent on social being.

Annotation 71

The idealist worldview holds that human consciousness is the primary driving force 
of change and development in the world. Idealism ignores or downplays the impor-
tance of material processes and material conditions in determining human conscious-
ness. Idealist conceptions of history are further discussed in Annotation 13, p. 19.

Historical Materialism is the application of Dialectical Materialist philosophy and 
methodology to the analysis of human society and human history. This viewpoint of 
history has revolutionized the way we understand the development of human soci-
ety and our understanding of social consciousness and its relationship to the material 
world.

By properly identifying the relationship between social being and social conscious-
ness, Historical Materialism has transformed history into a scientific subject which can 
be studied on an objective and material basis.

Idealism leads to fundamental misunderstandings about the development of hu-
manity. Idealist ideology holds that philosophy can and should be studied inde-
pendently of social production processes and the material being of humanity. Dissem-
inating idealist ideology to the oppressed classes also helps to cement the power of the 
ruling class as explained in Annotation 68, p.119.
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IDEALIST PERSPECTIVE OF HUMAN HISTORY

FOCUSES ON THE DEVELOPMENT OF IDEAS OF THE RULING CLASS

HISTORICAL MATERIALIST PERSPECTIVE OF HUMAN HISTORY

EXAMINES THE DIALECTICAL DEVELOPMENT OF
SOCIAL BEING AND SOCIAL CONSCIOUSNESS

SOCIAL BEING
SOCIAL

CONSCIOUSNESS

DETERMINES

IMPACTS

The idealist perspective of human history holds that human ideas shape the development of 
human society. Historical Materialism perceives human history as a process of dialectical 

development which is driven by the relationship between social being and social consciousness.

Historical Materialism allows for a much more accurate understanding of the devel-
opment processes of humanity, including both social being and social consciousness. 
Historical Materialism also serves the oppressed working class within the context of 
our present capitalist society because it teaches workers how to understand the rela-
tionship between the economic base and the superstructure of society, and it shows 
that an end to capitalism is inevitable. Armed with this knowledge and a scientific 
understanding of human society and history, workers can better develop class con-
sciousness, fight false consciousness which is contrived by the ruling class, and build 
towards social revolution that will put workers in command of human society. This 
will eventually lead to a stateless, classless society which will allow humans to collec-
tively decide our own destiny as a species once and for all.
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Whenever aspects of social being (especially the mode of production) change, aspects 
of social consciousness (ideas and theories of society, the views on politics, the rule of 
law, philosophy, ethics, culture, art, etc.) will change accordingly. Therefore, in different 
historical periods, the theories, opinions, and social ideas which arise are all determined 
by the conditions of material life [i.e., social being].

The Historical Materialist viewpoint of the origin of social consciousness also asserts 
that social being determines consciousness not in a simple and direct way, but often 
through many intermediate stages. Not every thought, concept, or theory of social 
consciousness clearly and directly reflects the economic relations of the times, and only 
by seeking a comprehensive perspective can we see clearly the economic relations [i.e., 
social being] which are reflected in these ideas [i.e., social consciousness].

Annotation 72

Human society is defined by an incredibly complex network of internal and external 
relationships. Such complexity means that social consciousness could not possibly be 
entirely determined by the material base. Social consciousness is determined primarily 
by the material/economic base, but there are countless other factors which affect social 
consciousness. Such factors include remnants of ideology from previous modes of 
production as well as emerging social consciousness related to emerging classes which 
might eventually become the ruling class.

For example: in our current capitalist society there are still many remnants of so-
cial consciousness left over from feudal society impacting the social consciousness of 
today. Medieval literature is still studied, certain remnants of the feudal landlord class 
still exist in many nations and generate ideas which reflect their remnant class iden-
tity, and there are many workers who have already attained class consciousness and 
are beginning to strive toward social revolution and the overthrow of capitalism. This 
means that a comprehensive perspective must be sought to understand social con-
sciousness in all its complexity, as well as a historical perspective, to understand how 
social consciousness is constantly changing and developing.

Recognizing the complexity of social consciousness and its relationship with the ma-
terial base allows Historical Materialist analysis to yield a much more accurate percep-
tion of reality than mechanical materialist conceptions of history.
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II . THE RELATIVE INDEPENDENCE OF SOCIAL CONSCIOUSNESS
The Dialectical Materialist viewpoint of society [i.e., Historical Materialism] affirms 

that social being determines social consciousness, but also clarifies that social conscious-
ness maintains relative independence from social being based on the following evidence:

1.	 Social consciousness is often out of date compared to social being.
2.	 Social consciousness can surpass social being.
3.	 Social consciousness maintains the characteristic of inheritance in its own 

development.                   
4.	 The interplay between forms of social consciousness in their development.
5.	 Social consciousness can affect social being.

"Culture is the root of steady development. 
Build a healthy cultural environment for the steady development of the nation."
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All of these points relate to the Dialectical Materialist conception of the relationship 
between matter and consciousness.

Human society exists as an incredibly complicated dialectical unity between social 
being and social consciousness. This complexity is made exponentially greater by the 
fact that all of the countless internal aspects of both social being and social conscious-
ness, in turn, also have dialectical relationships with each other.

SOCIAL
BEING

HUMAN SOCIETY

SOCIAL
CONSCIOUSNESS

Human society is defined by an incredibly complex system of relationships between aspects of 
social being and aspects of social consciousness.

This is why a comprehensive perspective is vital for anyone hoping to understand 
the nature and development of human society. We must always keep in mind when 
analyzing human society that development between any two things, phenomena, or 
ideas exists as mutual development. Any time one aspect of human society impacts 
any other aspect of human society, the same is true in the opposite direction. This con-
cept of mutual development is explained in Part 1, p. 122.

This applies equally to aspects of social being and aspects of social consciousness, 
and because the vast system of dialectically interacting relationships between all as-
pects of human society is so complex, some changes can be very indirect.

As an example, we can look at the development of the smart phone. This invention 
had far-reaching impacts into countless aspects of both social being and social con-
sciousness in human society. In terms of social being, smart phones have changed ma-
terial conditions for human beings in many ways. For instance, a great many factories, 
mines for raw materials, and other infrastructure must be built to sustain the global 
system of billions of smart phones. Entire industries of smart phone accessories, such 
as chargers, portable power banks, phone cases, etc., have sprung up. New jobs related 
to building and developing smart phones and related software have also been devel-
oped around the world. These are just some of the ways in which the invention of the 
smart phone has changed the economic base and social being of human society.
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At the same time, the invention of the smart phone has changed social consciousness 
in countless ways. In many countries, the majority of people spend hours every day 
using their smart phones. Content designed for smart phones has had far-reaching 
impact into art categories such as film and video, music, and literature. Apps for smart 
phones have changed the way many people perform their jobs, hobbies, and social ac-
tivities. Nearly every aspect of human consciousness has been impacted in some way 
by smart phones, and all of this activity has also mutually impacted back upon smart 
phones themselves. As more people use smart phones for photography and video, 
the hardware and software has developed to include more features and capabilities. 
As more people use their smart phones to listen to music and videos throughout the 
day, technologies have developed to make wearing headphones more convenient and 
comfortable. The social being of smart phone technology has been impacted over time 
by social consciousness in terms of how humans use smart phones in our daily lives.

ALL OTHER
SOCIAL BEING

ALL OTHER SOCIAL
CONSCIOUSNESS

ALL OTHER
TECHNOLOGY

SMART PHONES

ART AND MEDIA

Smart phones exist in dialectical unity with all other aspects of human society.

Smart phone technology in and of itself was developed through the mutual devel-
opment of various aspects of social being and social consciousness. Advancements in 
many scientific and technological fields had to be made before smart phones could 
be invented. Wireless access to high-speed internet connections, for example, were a 
prerequisite for smart phone technology, in addition to technologies like touch screens 
and small, high-capacity batteries.

In addition, human social consciousness had to develop before smart phones could 
have ever been considered a viable technology. The internet had to become a phenom-
enon that was prominent in human social consciousness in order for the demand for a 
smart phone with its internet access capabilities to become so ubiquitous. The devel-
opment of the smart phone was also impacted by such aspects of social consciousness 
as demand for internet content, the need for new forms of communication such as 
video calling, and so on.
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Annotation 73 (continued)

Social being has determined social consciousness as it relates to the development of 
smart phone technology. To put it another way: the material reality of smart phone 
technology determines how humans think about them. This inclues the origin and de-
velopment of this technology: before the prerequisite technologies such as the internet, 
touch screens, etc. were developed, it would have been nearly impossible for human 
beings to imagine the technology of the internet-capable smart phone and impossible 
to engineer such a device.

This does not mean, of course, that human beings are incapable of speculating about 
or imagining technologies before they are developed. However, what a human being 
is capable of imagining is determined by the material conditions that presently exist. 
In the science fiction of the 1960s and 70s, for example, people could imagine and spec-
ulate about handheld communication and computer technology because similar and 
prerequisite technologies such as telephones and computers already existed at that 
time. These same ideas could not have developed in more ancient times when such 
related technologies did not yet exist anywhere in the social being of human society.

The relationship between human beings and smart phones is just one of a virtually 
infinite number of relationships which define human society. Grasping the complexity 
and nature of the relationships between and within social being and social conscious-
ness is vital for understanding what is and is not possible in human society. We must 
understand the essential relationships which define something, including its history of 
development, before we can consciously change it. This is why Historical Materialism 
demands that we seek a comprehensive and historical perspective in studying (and 
attempting to transform) human society.

Social consciousness often lags behind social being
The principle that social being determines social consciousness asserts that changes in 

social being will inevitably lead to changes in social consciousness as the old social con-
sciousness is negated and gives rise to the new social consciousness. However, in some 
cases, the transformation of social being does not immediately lead to the transformation 
of social consciousness. On the contrary, many factors of social consciousness (in both 
social psychology and social ideology) can persist for a very long time even if its origi-
nating social being has been negated. Not all factors of a new social consciousness will 
arise immediately as soon as a new social being has developed. This is because:

•	 Social consciousness is only a reflection of social being. In general, social 
consciousness only changes after social being has changed. Because of the 
strong, frequent, and direct impact of practical activities, changes to social 
being take place at such a fast speed that human consciousness cannot 
keep up with it.

•	 Habits, traditions, and customs— as well as the backwardness and conser-
vatism of some forms of social consciousness— tend to be very strong. 

•	 Social consciousness is always associated with the interests of certain 
groups of people and certain classes in history. Therefore, old and outdat-
ed ideas are often maintained and propagated by anti-progressive social 
forces to fight against progressive social forces.
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Annotation 74

The theory of consciousness reflection in Materialist Dialectics was conceived of by 
Marx and Engels and was later expanded and developed by Lenin and other com-
munist theorists. This theory proposes that conscious thought is a reflection of ma-
terial reality which develops and results from material life-processes. These material 
life-processes include the motions and activities of human beings in the material world 
as well as motion and development which occurs within the physical human being.

The theory of reflection thus adheres to the Dialectical Materialist conception of 
the relationship between matter and consciousness (which holds that consciousness 
is determined by material life processes and can impact back on the material world 
through conscious activity), and the theory of reflection also extends to human society 
and social consciousness. Social being and social consciousness share the same rela-
tionship as individual being and consciousness: social consciousness reflects social 
being and is determined by social being, and can impact back upon social being.

The development of social consciousness reflects our relationships with the material 
world, and these reflections are incredibly complicated and dynamic. In his “Conspec-
tus of Hegel’s Science of Logic,” Lenin wrote that:

Cognition is the eternal, endless approximation of thought to the object. The 
reflection of nature in man’s thought must be understood not "lifelessly," not 
"abstractly," not devoid of movement, not without contradictions, but in the 
eternal process of movement, the arising of contradictions and their solution.

When contradictions arise in social being, they will eventually manifest in social 
consciousness, but this is not necessarily an immediate response. For example, when 
capitalists first began to emerge as a new ruling class, their ideology did not immedi-
ately become the predominant ideology all across the world at once in an instant. In 
many ways, the outmoded feudal ideology remained dominant long after capitalists 
became the predominant class. In some cases, these outmoded feudal remnants of 
consciousness persist to this day.

There are even some nations today which are still ruled by feudal-style monarchs 
despite having a capitalist-dominated economy. In those countries, feudal era ideol-
ogy still plays a large role in the superstructure of society. There are many other such 
examples of social consciousness lagging behind social being, such as elements of con-
servative culture or traditional values which stem from earlier stages of development 
and modes of production.

Ho Chi Minh explained that one of the missions of communists is to negate reaction-
ary, obsolete, or false consciousness from the working class while developing revolu-
tionary class consciousness. As an example from history: under French colonization 
and Japanese occupation, Vietnamese culture had been heavily suppressed for several 
decades. As such, Vietnamese revolutionaries were trying to determine which aspects 
of traditional Vietnamese culture should be restored and preserved. In a speech in 
1958, Ho Chi Minh discussed the manner in which Vietnamese communists should 
engage with traditional Vietnamese culture:

When we talk about restoring old things, we mean to restore good aspects and 
factors of those things while removing bad aspects and bad factors… We should 
restore, then develop, good aspects and factors and eliminate bad ones.
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Annotation 74 (continued)

In an article called “To Become a Good Cadre, One Must Practice Self-Criticism,” 
written in 1945, Ho Chi Minh pointed out the necessity of constantly reviewing ideolo-
gy to ensure accurate reflection of reality. This is important because reality is constant-
ly changing in accordance with the Principle of Development of Dialectical Material-
ism. Ho Chi Minh wrote:

We must know that the objective circumstances change every minute of every 
day. A policy that might be good today could become obsolete tomorrow. If we 
fail to willingly criticize our own actions to reject the obsolete and the erroneous, 
we will never be able to catch up with the circumstances. We will be left behind 
by agile people with sounder minds.

Social consciousness which lags behind social being is considered a “remnant” of 
previous forms of human society.

Social consciousness can surpass social being
In affirming the fact that social consciousness is often backwards compared with social 

being, Historical Materialism at the same time posits that, under certain conditions, 
human thoughts, especially those of advanced scientific ideas, can precede the develop-
ment of social being and even predict the future. They can have the effect of organizing 
and directing human practical activities, and directing that activity to solving problems 
caused by the mature development of the material life of society. Ultimately, however, 
the ability to precede social consciousness still depends on social being.

Annotation 75

SOCIAL BEING

CAPITALIST MODE OF PRODUCTION

FEUDAL
SOCIAL CONSCIOUSNESS

(”Remnant”)

SOCIALIST
SOCIAL CONSCIOUSNESS

(”Progressive”)

SOCIAL CONSCIOUSNESS

Lags Behind Surpas
se

s

Social consciousness which lags behind is considered to be a “remnant” of past society while 
"progressive" social consciousness surpasses social being.
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Annotation 75 (continued)

Scientifically gathered knowledge can often lead to forms of social consciousness 
which surpass social being. An example of this would be the social consciousness of 
climate change. Scientists who study the climate, the environment, the weather, and 
other such fields have been warning human society about climate change for many 
decades and calling for changes to productive forces which would restrain or reverse 
climate change. The social being of society at large, however, has lagged behind this 
social consciousness. The bourgeois states and corporations which have the power to 
work against climate change have been very slow to affect meaningful change. Some 
workers recognize the threat of climate change and can essentially predict the future 
of what will happen to the planet if climate change continues to worsen unchecked but 
most of society is, conversely, lagging behind and failing to see climate change for the 
threat that it has been scientifically proven to be.

Another example would be class consciousness under capitalism. Many human 
beings, including Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, were able to identify the contradic-
tions of capitalism and the unsustainability of the capitalist mode of production very 
early on. In this sense they were able to develop social consciousness which surpassed 
the material base of society, which remains capitalist to this day. Some workers recog-
nize and believe in the eventual downfall of capitalism despite the fact that capitalism 
is still entrenched as the predominant mode of production on Earth. Such workers 
surpass the current material base of society and predominant capitalist-imposed social 
consciousness. Such social consciousness which surpasses social being is considered 
“progressive” as this social consciousness can lead to advancement to higher stages of 
development of human society.

Developing the social consciousness of the working class is key to the mission of 
Scientific Socialism, which seeks to overthrow capitalism through the application of 
Dialectical Materialist and Historical Materialist theory and practice.

Social consciousness maintains the characteristic of inheritance in its development
The historical development of social consciousness shows that the theoretical views of 

each era did not appear spontaneously from nothing, but are developed on a foundation 
of theories inherited from previous ages.

This is simply a manifestation of the inheritance characteristic of development in the 
development processes of social consciousness. Since social consciousness has inheri-
tance characteristics in its development, it is impossible to fully understand any given 
idea based only on presently existing economic relations; it is necessary to consider pre-
vious stages of development. The development history of consciousness has shown that 
periods of prosperity or decline in philosophy, literature, art, etc., do not always perfect-
ly line up with periods of economic prosperity or decline.

Annotation 76

Because of the principle of inheritance, social consciousness always contain elements 
and characteristics which are inherited from previous forms of social consciousness. 
Such inherited characteristics can take the form of customs, traditions, cultural practic-
es, and so on, and can be reflected in social consciousness in countless ways.
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There are, for example, countless ways in which ideas from feudal society have 
influenced and persisted through to the modern capitalist era, i.e., the establishment 
of the social institution of the monarchy in a modern capitalist nation like the United 
Kingdom. Such an institution is clearly a remnant from the feudal era of society. The 
monarchy does not function in exactly the same way as it did in the feudal era, but it 
influences social consciousness in countless ways. Even though the bourgeoisie has 
been the ruling class of the United Kingdom for a very long time, the institution of 
monarchy and many other remnants of feudal society have been inherited by the mod-
ern capitalist society of that nation.

In a class-based society, the inheritance nature of social consciousness is associated 
with its class character. Different classes inherit different ideas from previous eras. The 
progressive classes receive the legacy and progressive ideology left behind by the old 
society.

Lenin emphasized that socialist culture needs to promote the best achievements and 
traditions of human culture from antiquity to the present on the basis of the Marxist 
worldview. In "The Task of the Youth Leagues," he wrote:

Proletarian culture must be the logical development of the store of knowledge 
mankind has accumulated under the yoke of capitalist, landowner and bureau-
cratic society.

Annotation 77

The progressive classes are classes which are emerging to become new classes that 
will be more suitable to emerging productive forces during a transition period where 
one mode of production is being negated by the next. For example, when capitalism 
was first beginning to emerge, the progressive classes were the bourgeoisie and the 
proletariat. The bourgeoisie became the ruling class in the capitalist mode of produc-
tion while the proletariat became the oppressed working class. Today, the proletariat 
is the progressive class because it will, in time, become the ruling class as the capitalist 
mode of production becomes negated within human society.

The following is the full passage from Lenin from which the above quote was taken. 
In this passage, Lenin emphasizes the importance of understanding and leveraging 
inheritance in developing the social consciousness of communist revolutionaries:

We must bear this in mind when, for example, we talk about proletarian 
culture. We shall be unable to solve this problem unless we clearly realize that 
only a precise knowledge and transformation of the culture created by the entire 
development of mankind will enable us to create a proletarian culture. The latter 
is not clutched out of thin air; it is not an invention of those who call themselves 
experts in proletarian culture. That is all nonsense. Proletarian culture must be 
the logical development of the store of knowledge mankind has accumulated 
under the yoke of capitalist, landowner and bureaucratic society. All these roads 
have been leading, and will continue to lead up to proletarian culture, in the 
same way as political economy, as reshaped by Marx, has shown us what human 
society must arrive at, shown us the passage to the class struggle, to the begin-
ning of the proletarian revolution.
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Annotation 77 (continued)

What Lenin means, here, is that “proletarian culture”—i.e., social consciousness of 
the working class—cannot be developed without a material basis as well as preceding 
forms of social consciousness. Rather, it must be recognized that the “seeds” of pro-
letarian culture exist in the currently existing social consciousness in accordance with 
the inheritance principle.

Building class consciousness is a prerequisite to social revolution. This means that 
workers must build a proletarian culture for ourselves. This culture must recognize 
the role and mission of the working class in ending capitalism and class society. But 
this proletarian culture cannot simply be dreamt up in the minds of revolutionaries 
and then imposed upon workers. Instead, revolutionaries must understand the re-
lationship between social consciousness and social being as well as the processes of 
development in Dialectical Materialist and Historical Materialist terms. By under-
standing these relationships and processes of development, it becomes possible for 
revolutionaries to consciously affect, change, and develop a proletarian culture of class 
consciousness within the working class over time.

As Lenin further explains, it is the role of revolutionary ideologists to develop posi-
tive aspects of social consciousness that are suitable with communism while negating 
aspects which are reactionary and impede the development of class consciousness:

When we so often hear representatives of the youth, as well as certain ad-
vocates of a new system of education, attacking the old schools. . . we say to 
them that we must take what was good in the old schools. We must not borrow 
the system of encumbering young people’s minds with an immense account of 
knowledge, nine-tenths of which was useless and one-tenth distorted. This, how-
ever, does not mean that we can restrict ourselves to communist conclusions and 
learn only communist slogans. You will not create communism that way. You can 
become a Communist only when you enrich your mind with a knowledge of all 
the treasures created by mankind.

This is similar to observations made by Ho Chi Minh about developing the social 
consciousness of the proletariat (see Annotation 74, page 135).

The Vietnamese textbook Philosophy of Marxism-Leninism explains:
For example, when the bourgeoisie performed its social revolution against feu-

dalism, advanced thinkers of the bourgeoisie restored many materialist and hu-
manist ideas from ancient times. Likewise, the obsolete classes and their thinkers 
absorbed and restored the anti-progressive social ideas and theories of previous 
historical periods (i.e., religious and idealist conceptions of the “divine roles” 
of kings). The feudal class of mediaeval Western European countries during the 
period of feudal decline tried to exploit Plato’s philosophy and idealist elements 
from the philosophical system of Aristotle of Ancient Greece, using them as the 
basis of philosophy of Christian teachings.

In a similar manner, during the second half of the 19th century and the be-
ginning of the 20th century, reactionary bourgeois forces restored and devel-
oped idealist philosophical and religious movements under new names such 
as neo-Kantianism and neo-Thomism, etc., to fight against the revolutionary 
movement of the working class and its ideology, Marxism.
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The ”Divine Role of Kings” was a religious and political ideology that argued that 
kings had power bestowed upon them directly by God. This was an ancient philos-
ophy which monarchs such as Louis XIV of France restored to justify their rule over 
society as monarchy and feudalism were challenged in the 18th century. Similarly, 
the bourgeoisie restored aspects of ancient Greek philosophy to justify their social 
revolution against feudalism. Examples of this from the French Revolution include 
Aristotle’s conception of “civic fraternity” which was manifested in the French Revo-
lutionary slogan of “Liberty, Equality, Fraternity.” As the bourgeoisie cemented itself 
as the ruling class of society, bourgeois interpretations of “equality” and “fraternity” 
did not include “equality” as it pertained to relations of production, and workers were 
deceived into believing that “fraternity” meant that workers should support the power 
and privilege that capitalists had as it pertained to ownership of the means of produc-
tion. In this manner, ancient Greek ideas were developed to suit the capitalist mode 
of production. In other words, the meaning of these concepts shifted to justify and 
uphold the class position of the newly formed ruling class of capitalists.

A similar shift in the meaning of ideas within social consciousness occurred when 
capitalism was challenged by Marxism and communist revolutionary movements in 
the late 19th and early 20th centuries. As the threat of communist revolution increased, 
bourgeois and religious ideologists began to revive and develop older philosophies 
originally conceived of by figures from the feudal era such as Immanuel Kant and 
Thomas Aquinas. These feudal ideas were altered to justify the established social rela-
tions of capitalism and to argue against Marxist ideology and communist revolution. 
This is a manifestation of the inheritance property of Materialist Dialectics within hu-
man society: base-level concepts and ideas can be inherited into newer forms of social 
consciousness.

The interplay between forms of social consciousness in their development
The interplay between forms of social consciousness is a reason why in each form of 

social consciousness there are aspects and properties that cannot be explained directly 
by examining social being.

Annotation 78

This relationship is one in which social consciousness is relatively independent of, 
but also determined by (and can impact back upon), social being. Social consciousness 
is relatively independent from social being, just as consciousness in general is relative-
ly independent from the material world in general.

Relative independence is not the same as complete independence. Complete inde-
pendence would imply a complete lack of connection between two subjects. Relative 
independence simply means that one subject has its own development, even if this de-
velopment is dialectically impacted or determined by another subject. The belief that 
consciousness can be completely divorced from material reality is a form of idealism.

Consciousness is also not completely determined by the material world. Rather, con-
sciousness (though determined by the material world) is capable of impacting back on 
the material through human conscious activity. The belief that consciousness is com-
pletely determined by the material world is a form of mechanical materialism.
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Annotation 78 (continued)

It is important to avoid both of these extreme misinterpretations of the relationship 
between matter and consciousness: idealism and mechanical materialism.

SOCIAL BEING SOCIAL CONSCIOUSNESS

IDEALIST MISCONCEPTION OF THE RELATIONSHIP
BETWEEN SOCIAL BEING AND SOCIAL CONSCIOUSNESS

Idealism views consciousness as completely separate from material reality, or upholds the idea 
that consciousness completely determines the material world. Idealism thus overstates the 

independence of consciousness from matter.

SOCIAL BEING SOCIAL CONSCIOUSNESS

COMPLETELY DETERMINES

HAS NO IMPACT

IDEALIST MISCONCEPTION OF THE RELATIONSHIP
BETWEEN SOCIAL BEING AND SOCIAL CONSCIOUSNESS

Mechanical Materialism views consciousness as completely determined by the material world 
and sees consciousness as an illusionary phenomenon that cannot impact back on matter. 
Mechanical Materialism thus understates the independence of consciousness from matter.

SOCIAL BEING SOCIAL CONSCIOUSNESS

DETERMINES

IMPACTS

HISTORICAL MATERIALIST CONCEPTION OF RELATIONSHIP
BETWEEN SOCIAL BEING AND SOCIAL CONSCIOUSNESS

Dialectical Materialism correctly interprets the relationship between matter and consciousness 
by viewing consciousness as relatively independent from matter. Matter and consciousness have 

their own internal development processes, but they also mutually develop one another.
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The relative independence of social consciousness from social being reflects the rel-
ative independence of consciousness from matter. Social consciousness development 
is determined by social being, but there are also internal relationships within social 
consciousness which lead to internal development of social consciousness. Specifical-
ly, social consciousness forms can interact with each other to internally develop social 
consciousness, but ultimately all social conscious forms are derived from and deter-
mined by material conditions. It should be noted that this includes false consciousness, 
which is also determined by material reality (see p. 94).

An example of forms of social consciousness developing each other can be found in 
the religious traditions of Vietnam. This development reflects the relationship between 
matter/social being and consciousness/social consciousness. The modern religious 
practice of Dao Mau involves the worship of Mau, the Mother Goddesses of Vietnam. 
This religious form of social consciousness originated in and is unique to Vietnam that 
stretches back over thousands of years. Dao Mau has its roots in ancient Vietnamese 
society which was matriarchal. Vietnam’s earliest religions revolved around the wor-
ship of various goddesses of nature such as goddesses of the sun and the moon as well 
as goddesses of rain, thunder, fire, and so on. During the ancient era in Vietnam this 
religion was developed to justify and reflect the power of female rulers. Whenever a 
powerful queen or princess died, Vietnamese religious leaders would build temples to 
those matriarchal rulers and venerate them as goddesses. Examples of such religious 
worship of rulers include the two Trung Sisters (empresses of Vietnam who defeated 
the Chinese Han Dynasty), as well as Duong Van Nga (another queen of Vietnam who 
helped defeat an invasion led by the Chinese Song Dynasty in the 10th century).

Daoism was another important religious social consciousness form which came to 
Vietnam in the 2nd century. Daoism also heavily affected ancient Vietnamese reli-
gious beliefs. Specifically, Vietnamese people tended to incorporate matriarchal Daoist 
deities such as the “Mother of Skies,” the “Mother of the World of the Dead,” etc. Such 
female deities were synthesized into older matriarchal religious social conscious forms 
which had already been prevalent in Vietnam.

Vietnamese people began to worship both Dao Mau and Daoist goddesses simul-
taneously. Over time, Dao Mau began to incorporate more formalized systems of 
worship which were more similar to Daoist religious practices, such as a clear sys-
tem of ceremonies, rituals, costumes and so on. This is an example of forms of social 
consciousness influencing each other in a manner that was relatively independent of 
material reality. This social consciousness was relatively independent. Examination of 
Vietnamese social being, in and of itself, throughout these 2000 years of history would 
not be sufficient to fully understand why Dao Mau exists in its current form today. 
In order to understand Dao Mau it is necessary to also examine the development of 
forms of social consciousness in Vietnam.

It is vital to also examine the material conditions and social being of Vietnam to un-
derstand Dao Mau in its current form, since Dao Mau reflects and was in many ways 
determined by historical relations of production such as ancient Vietnamese society 
which was dominated by matriarchal monarchs, Vietnamese feudalism with its system 
of royal and noble families, as well as influences from foreign ruling classes such as 
those in China which determined the development of Daoism.
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A painting of the pantheon of goddesses and gods of the Vietnamese Dao Mau religion dating 
from the late 19th to early 20th century.

Ideology is the most advanced form of social consciousness, as explained in Anno-
tation 65, p. 112. Ideologies have the highest potential to impact the social being and 
material base of human society through conscious practical activities. The level of 
impact of ideology on the development of society depends on various factors. This is 
discussed more in p. 147.

Because ideology’s development is so complex, we must differentiate the roles of 
progressive ideology and anti-progressive ideology as each pertains to social develop-
ment. As Philosophy of Marxism-Leninism explains:

Historical Materialism holds to the principle that social consciousness is rela-
tively independent and quite complex in its development. Historical Materialism 
rejects all metaphysical, mechanical, and vulgar viewpoints about the relation-
ship between social being and social consciousness.
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The historical development of social consciousness shows that certain forms of con-
sciousness tend to emerge first and have a strong impact on the other forms of con-
sciousness. This pattern of development occurs in almost every historical era and is 
determined by specific historical circumstances.

In ancient Greece, philosophy and art played a particularly vital role in social con-
sciousness. In medieval Western Europe, religion had a strong influence on all other 
forms of social consciousness: philosophy, ethics, art, politics, and the rule of law. In 
Western European countries in the more recent historical period, political consciousness 
has played a significant role, strongly influencing other forms of social consciousness. 
In France, from the second half of the 18th century, as in Germany at the end of the 19th 
century, philosophy and literature were the most important tools for the propagation of 
political ideas in the arena of the political struggles of the progressive classes.33 Today, 
in the interplay between forms of social consciousness, political consciousness still often 
plays a particularly vital role.

Annotation 79

Different kinds of social consciousness forms will have more prominent and influ-
ential roles in the development of different human societies and at different stages of 
development of those societies.

In Ancient Greece, philosophers such as Plato, Aristotle, and Socrates played an 
important role in shaping the social consciousness of the Greek people. Ancient Greek 
artists played a similar role in shaping social consciousness with famous works of art 
such as statues of Venus de Milo, Zeus at Olympia, Athena etc. Philosophy and art of 
this era were determined by the material conditions and social being of ancient Greece 
but were also instrumental in developing the Greek worldview and making Greece 
one of the most highly developed societies of its era.

Religion played a very important role in the feudal era of medieval Europe. The 
Catholic Church, as the dominant religion, greatly affected every aspect of Western 
European society during the feudal era. In most medieval European countries, the 
Catholic Church and the state had a very close relationship, and the state existed in 
part to defend the church. The nature of this relationship is defined in a law issued the 
Catholic church in 1825 known as Quo Graviora, which declared:

Pope Leo the Great defined the role of the state as being a defender of the 
church’s cause and a suppressor of heresies in a letter to the Eastern Roman 
Emperor Leo I:

“You ought unhesitatingly to recognize that the Royal Power has been con-
ferred to you not only for the Rule of the world, but especially for the defense 
of the Church, so that by suppressing the heinous undertakings you may defend 
those Statutes which are good and restore True Peace to those things which have 
been disordered.”

In modern capitalist Western Europe, political social consciousness forms have 
played an important role in the development of social consciousness. As feudalism 
gave way to capitalism, many new political ideas appeared in Western Europe such as 
Hegelian Idealism, Kant’s humanism, utopianism, and Marxism-Leninism.

33	  See p. 138.
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This emerging political social consciousness also influenced literary and artistic so-
cial consciousness in Europe. For instance, European novelists wrote frequently about 
political aspects of European society. Such works include Les Miserables by Victor 
Hugo, War and Peace by Leo Tolstoy, and so on. To this day, political consciousness 
continues to be the most important form of consciousness in our current world, and it 
has become the primary battlefield between the capitalist class and the working class. 
Political social consciousness forms can be found everywhere: in novels, in music, 
in newspapers, in films, and on social media. The ruling class in the USA has spent 
billions of dollars producing media, information outlets, and social media platforms 
which produce propaganda and media which support and defend capitalist relations 
of production. All of these social institutions exist to defend and advance forms of 
social consciousness which reflect the agenda of the capitalist ruling class.

An important mission of communists and the working class is to push back against 
such capitalist social consciousness forms and to build ideologies and social institu-
tions which advance and defend communist social consciousness forms. Developing 
the social consciousness of the working class is an important prerequisite to social 
revolution which will lead to a dictatorship of the proletariat and, eventually, an end 
to capitalism and class society altogether as explained in Annotation 108, p. 203.

The political consciousness of the revolutionary class orients the progressive develop-
ment of other forms of consciousness.

Annotation 80

Because social revolution must be fulfilled through the construction of a state which 
enforces the agenda of a ruling class, political struggle is one of the most important 
battlefields in class struggle. An objective prerequisite for social revolution is that a 
revolutionary class achieves class consciousness and grasps their own historical mis-
sion to build a state and become the ruling class. Therefore, political consciousness—
defined as awareness of the importance of controlling the state and, by extension, the 
means of production—plays a crucial role in the progressive development of all other 
forms of social consciousness which are dialectically related. For example: 

•	 Political consciousness must orient morality consciousness: 
Communists must teach workers about the unethical nature of capitalist ex-
ploitation of workers; i.e., that it is unethical for capitalists to steal labor value 
from workers and that it is unethical for anyone to lack food, healthcare, etc.

•	 Political consciousness must orient legal consciousness: 
Communists must make it clear that the legal system must be on the side of the 
workers. Communists must struggle to protect workers from unjust laws and to 
force the government to pass laws that will improve conditions for workers.

•	 Political consciousness must orient aesthetic consciousness: 
Art, entertainment, and other forms of media are vital for influencing the social 
consciousness of the workers. Communists must, therefore, produce art and me-
dia that advances class consciousness while critiquing art and media that serves 
the agenda of the bourgeoisie.
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These are just some of the ways in which communists must use political conscious-
ness to orient all other aspects of social consciousness. It is important to remember 
the Principle of General Relationships of Dialectical Materialism which states that 
all things, phenomena, and ideas are dialectically related to each other and mutually 
develop each other. All social consciousness forms are ultimately related to political 
consciousness. All of these forms of social consciousness, taken together in unity, im-
pact back on the social being of society.

Social consciousness can affect social being.
Historical Materialism not only criticizes the idealist viewpoint (absolutizing the role 

of social consciousness), but also rejects the viewpoint of vulgar materialism or “eco-
nomic materialism” (i.e. negating the positive effect of social consciousness in social life). 
According to Engels:

Political, juridical, philosophical, religious, literary, artistic, etc., development 
is based on economic development. But all these react upon one another and also 
upon the economic base.34

Annotation 81

Absolutization refers to holding a belief or supposition as always true in all situations 
and without exception. This concept is discussed more in Part 1, p. 49.

Idealism is the position that consciousness determines the material. Idealism is fur-
ther explained in Part 1 beginning on p. 48. Idealism absolutizes social consciousness 
by holding the position that human consciousness determines the material in all situa-
tions and without exception.

Vulgar materialism, also known as economic materialism, is a form of mechanical 
materialism which holds the opposite position: it absolutizes the supposition that the 
material fully and completely determines consciousness without exception.

The Vietnamese Students’ Dictionary defines vulgar materialism as: 
A trend in the mechanical materialist philosophical movement, appearing in 

Germany in the mid-19th century. Vulgar materialism is a spontaneous reac-
tion of scientific materialism to idealist philosophy (first and foremost, ancient 
philosophy). It makes the basic principles of materialism poor and crude. . . Not 
only did they dismiss idealism and religion, but they also dismissed philosophy 
in general. They wanted to solve all philosophical problems in the concrete study 
of natural science.

Dialectical Materialism avoids errors of absolutization (which both idealism and 
vulgar materialism suffer from) by recognizing the true relationship between matter 
and consciousness: matter determines consciousness while consciousness can impact 
back upon matter. As Engels goes on to explain in his letter to Borgius:

It is not that the economic position is the cause and alone active, while every-
thing else only has a passive effect. There is, rather, interaction on the basis of 
the economic necessity, which ultimately always asserts itself. The state, for in-

34	 Letter from Engels to Borgius, 1894.
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stance, exercises an influence by tariffs, free trade, good or bad fiscal system... So 
it is not, as people try here and there conveniently to imagine, that the economic 
position produces an automatic effect. Men make their history themselves, only 
in given surroundings which condition it and on the basis of actual relations 
already existing, among which the economic relations, however much they may 
be influenced by the other political and ideological ones, are still ultimately the 
decisive ones, forming the red thread which runs through them and alone leads 
to understanding.

Men make their history themselves, but not as yet with a collective will or 
according to a collective plan or even in a definitely defined, given society. Their 
efforts clash, and for that very reason all such societies are governed by necessi-
ty, which is supplemented by and appears under the forms of accident. The ne-
cessity which here asserts itself amidst all accident is again ultimately economic 
necessity.

The “economic necessity” which Engels describes here constitutes an objective need 
which is the primary driver of human history and the development of class society. 
The primary objective need is the need for suitability between relations of produc-
tion and productive forces, which is the basis of the Law of Suitability. Objective 
need which arises in the material base is therefore what drives all class struggle and 
development of class society, and this same sort of objective need is what will lead 
to social revolution and the downfall of capitalism and class society. It is therefore 
highly important that anyone pursuing social revolution should deeply understand 
the relationship between material and consciousness, between social being and social 
consciousness, and between the base and superstructure, and how objective/economic 
needs drive change in human society.

The degree of influence which ideology has on social development depends on many 
factors, including (but not limited to):

•	 Specific historical conditions in which the ideology developed.
•	 The nature of economic relations within the social base at the time of the 

development of social consciousness which the ideology is derived from.
•	 The historical role of the class which carries the ideology.
•	 The accuracy with which the ideology reflects the objective mission of the 

class which carries the ideology.
•	 The extent of popular adoption of the ideology among the masses.

Annotation 82

An ideology is simply a system of ideas which has been developed and adopted by 
a group of human beings. The word can also be used to collectively refer to all of the 
ideologies of human society, i.e., the entire system of human thought as it exists at any 
given time.

Ideology, as a form of social consciousness, can impact the development of human 
society but it cannot determine the course of development of human society. This is 
because only social being and the material base can determine such development.
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In order to understand how ideology can impact social development, one must seek 
a comprehensive and historical perspective. This means understanding how ideology 
has developed and changed over time as well as the internal and external relationships 
which led to that development. In particular, this demands the analysis of the ideolog-
ical factors of these aspects of human society:

Historical Conditions
In seeking to understand how ideology impacts human society, one must examine 

the historical conditions in which the ideology developed. This is because ideology, 
like all things, phenomena, and ideas, is constantly changing and developing over 
time. This change comes about through internal and external relationships which 
themselves occur and develop over time. Only by understanding the historical de-
velopment of an ideology can one hope to understand the essence of that ideology 
and how it might continue to develop into the future. It is also vital to understand the 
economic relations within the social being at the time of the development of the social 
consciousness which the ideology is derived from. This is because social being deter-
mines social consciousness and thus determines how ideologies can and will manifest 
in any given stage of development of human society.

For example, one must understand the historical conditions of the 19th century to 
understand how and why communism developed as it did when Marx and Engels 
were first formulating its founding principles. One must also understand how those 
conditions changed and developed in the following decades, into the twentieth centu-
ry, through the founding of the Soviet Union and various other socialist movements 
and states, the suppression of communists in capitalist-imperialist nations, and so on, 
to understand how communism as an ideology has developed and changed as well as 
how it exists and is developing in our present day.

Economic Relations
The relations of production which exist during the development of an ideology will 

determine to a great extent how the ideology develops and manifests in human soci-
ety. Marx and Engels held that studying ideology in and of itself, divorced from the 
economic conditions in which the ideology arose, was a waste of time which could 
never lead to complete and accurate understanding. This perspective is discussed 
more on p. 23.

Take, for example, the development of both communist and capitalist ideology. 
Neither communist ideology (which holds that workers should seize the means of pro-
duction from capitalists) nor capitalist ideology (which holds that capitalists should 
maintain private ownership of the means of production) could have developed in 
earlier stages of development which preceded private capital.

Both capitalist ideology and communist ideology would have been nonsensical 
during feudal times when the essential means of production were not privately owned 
by capitalists and the ruling class consisted of feudal lords. Capitalist relations of pro-
duction had to first develop as a prerequisite for both communist and capitalist ideolo-
gies to develop. In this manner, the relations of production determined the existence of 
communist and capitalist ideology. Capitalist ideology came into being as a result of 
an objective need which started within the economic base of society.
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The Historical Role of Class
Every ideology is developed within the context of class. In order to understand 

the essence of the ideology, one must first understand the essence of the class which 
birthed it. This includes not just how the class exists at a given point of time, but also 
how it developed historically, and how that development led to the development of 
the ideology itself.

For example, in order to understand communist ideology, one must study the devel-
opment of the working class. Only by studying the working class: how it originated, 
how it has struggled against the capitalist class, and how it has changed over time, can 
one come to understand communist ideology and how it has impacted human soci-
ety. Similarly, in order to understand bourgeois ideologies one must understand the 
role and history of the capitalist class, just as one must study the history of monarchs, 
noble lords, and clergy in order to understand dominant ideologies of feudal society.

It is also important to understand that every class has a “mission.” This mission re-
flects the objective need a class has to pursue its own agenda and to benefit as greatly 
as possible from the means of production.35 Part 4 of the volume from which this text 
is translated, which covers the topic of Scientific Socialism, defines the historical mis-
sion of the working class under capitalism:

The historical mission of the working class is to lead the working people to 
fight and eliminate capitalism and to erase all exploitative and oppressive re-
gimes to build a new society – namely: socialism, and then communism.

In Anti-Dühring, Engels defines the historical missions of the working class as:
1. Becoming the ruling class by establishing a dictatorship of the proletariat.
2. Seizing the means of production from the ruling class to end class society.
Engels’ outline of this process is discussed more in Annotation 104, p. 193.

Popularity of Adoption Among the Masses
Understanding how ideology impacts society requires one to understand the spread 

of its influence throughout the masses of the human population. The more popularly 
held an ideology is, the more impact it can have on society at large. This is one rea-
son that capitalists spend huge amounts of resources to spread bourgeois ideologies 
among the working class throughout history and to our present day.

Understanding how ideas are spread and promoted on the one hand, and how they 
are suppressed and negated on the other, is critical to understanding how ideology 
can impact human society. This is critical to the mission of Scientific Socialism, which 
has a goal of spreading communist ideology to the working masses in order to ne-
gate the influence of bourgeois propaganda and indoctrination and to strengthen the 
resolve of workers to bring about the end of capitalism as quickly as possible. This will 
also be discussed in Part 4.

It is also necessary to distinguish the role of progressive ideology from the role of reac-
tionary ideology as it pertains to the development of society.

35	  This struggle between economic classes is the basis for political struggle in society. This is explained 
more in Annotation 107, p. 200.
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A fundamental principle of Dialectical Materialism is the principle of development. 
This principle holds that change is inevitable. All things, phenomena, and ideas un-
dergo processes of motion and development. Any philosophy, ideology, or strategy 
which attempts to restrain motion and development is doomed to failure because 
change can neither be halted nor restrained. Thus, our strategies and actions must 
align with the material reality that change is inevitable, and we must seek to change 
the world by impacting processes of development and motion rather than attempting 
to reverse, restrain, or halt such processes.

Progressive ideology is ideology which accurately reflects reality by correctly in-
terpreting the ways in which human society develops over time. In the context of our 
current capitalist society, progressive ideology recognizes the role and mission of the 
working class as the progressive class which will bring about an end to class society. 
Such ideology is considered progressive because it does not seek to impede or reverse 
the development of human society, but rather, it seeks to further the progress of hu-
manity in moving towards communism.

Reactionary ideology seeks to impede or reverse the progression and development 
of human society. In our current capitalist society this most typically means preserv-
ing and furthering the power and position of the capitalist class as the ruling class 
of society. Such ideology is called “reactionary” because it exists as a reaction to the 
progressive forces of historical development. In the words of The Communist Manifesto, 
reactionaries “try to roll back the wheel of history.”

SOCIAL BEING

CAPITALIST ECONOMYFEUDAL ECONOMY

BOURGEOIS IDEOLOGY

SOCIAL CONSCIOUSNESSPR
OGRESSIVE REACTIONARY

The same ideology may be reactionary or progressive depending on its relationship to present 
economic conditions and class relations. During the feudal era, bourgeois ideology was 

progressive. In today’s capitalist society, it is reactionary.
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There are many variations of ideology which can fall along progressive or reaction-
ary lines. It is necessary to seek a comprehensive and historical perspective to prop-
erly identify ideology as progressive or reactionary. Some ideology may have been 
progressive in past eras but would be considered reactionary today. For instance, 
during the end of the feudal era, ideology which promoted the power and position of 
the bourgeoisie was “progressive” in the sense that it sought to move human society’s 
development away from the feudal era. Today, those same ideas would be considered 
reactionary as they seek to maintain the status quo of class society.

It is also possible for reactionary ideology to falsely pose as progressive ideology. 
There are many instances, for instance, of reactionary movements claiming to repre-
sent the interests of workers or even mixing reactionary ideology in with progressive 
ideology to corrupt, co-opt, and hamper movements. It is also common for ideology 
which is idealist, metaphysical, or otherwise flawed to infect progressive ideology. As 
such, great care must be taken to seek out reactionary elements and characteristics of 
ideology and to critique and correct them.

Conclusion
Historical Materialism upholds the principle of relative independence of social con-

sciousness. This principle paints a complex portrait of the historical development of 
social consciousness. It rejects all metaphysical, mechanical materialist, and vulgar mate-
rialist conceptions of the relationship between social being and social consciousness.

In summary, according to the Marxist materialist viewpoint, the two fundamental 
principles of Historical Materialism are:

1.	 The principle that social being determines social consciousness; and
2.	 The principle of the relative independence of social consciousness.

These principles serve as fundamental methodological foundations of cognitive and 
practical activities of Scientific Socialists.36 Therefore, we must strive to perceive phe-
nomena of social consciousness in the context of the social being which gave rise to it. At 
the same time, it is also necessary to be able to explain those same phenomena of social 
consciousness in the context of relative independence from social being.

Annotation 84

These principles are derived from the Dialectical Materialist conception of the rela-
tionship between matter and consciousness which is described in Part 1, p. 88. Un-
derstanding these principles puts Historical Materialism on an objective and scientific 
basis as explained in Annotation 98, p. 176. In order to affect change in human society 
it is vital to understand how development processes occur and what drives change 
and development in human society. Rejection of metaphysical, mechanical, and vulgar 
materialist conceptions of the relationship of social being and social consciousness 
is necessary because such conceptions stand as barriers to progress of the mission of 
Scientific Socialism. The same can be said for idealist conceptions of the relationship 
between social being and social consciousness.

36	  Scientific Socialism is a body of theory focused on the practical pursuit of changing the world to bring 
about socialism and, eventually, communism. This will be the subject of Part 4 of this series.
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Metaphysical materialist conceptions of the relationship between social being and 
social consciousness view social phenomena in a static, abstract manner. Social being 
and social consciousness, according to this viewpoint, are broken down into fixed cate-
gories which do not change over time. For instance, aspects of “human nature” might 
be seen as unchanging and unalterable characteristics, and metaphysical materialists 
tend to define humanity by such “innate and unchanging characteristics.”

Mechanical materialist conceptions of the relationship between social being and so-
cial consciousness view all things, phenomena, and ideas as “machines” which simply 
carry out predictable and purely physical processes. Such views see as a giant mechan-
ical machine composed of parts which are all essentially isolated from each other and 
static and unchangeable, simply carrying out material processes which human beings 
cannot fundamentally alter through conscious activity. Mechanical materialism is 
therefore a form of vulgar materialism and metaphysical materialism (since it seeks to 
understand reality by breaking it down into “categories” of “mechanical parts” which 
are static in nature).

Vulgar materialist conceptions of the relationship between social being and social 
consciousness essentially deny the role of human consciousness (including social con-
sciousness) and the ability of consciousness to impact on the material world (including 
social being).

Metaphysical, mechanical, and vulgar materialist viewpoints are all barriers to effec-
tive practical activities because they deny the ability for human beings to develop so-
cial consciousness and to impact back on social being through conscious activity. Such 
misconceptions about the nature of reality will invariably hamper and derail efforts to 
achieve the mission of Scientific Socialism and liberate humanity from the oppression 
of class society.

Idealist conceptions of the relationship between social being and social conscious-
ness hold that social consciousness determines the development of social being, and 
that human consciousness is the primary driver and motivating force of human histo-
ry. Such conceptions deny the objective nature of human history and the principles of 
development which govern and regulate the development of human society. Accord-
ing to the idealist perspective of human history, development of social consciousness 
is all that is required to affect change in human society. Ignoring the determining role 
which social being plays in the development of humanity impedes practical activities 
by placing too much emphasis on human thought and mental activity while denying 
the importance of material activity and development.

A common idealist deviation of socialist thought is utopianism, which holds that 
a perfect society can be conceived of through thought alone, and that socialism can 
be achieved simply by developing such theoretical models of a utopian society in the 
mind. Engels rebuked idealist and utopian socialism in Socialism: Utopian and Scientific:

[According to idealist utopians,] socialism is the expression of absolute truth, 
reason and justice, and has only to be discovered to conquer all the world by vir-
tue of its own power. And as an absolute truth is independent of time, space, and 
of the historical development of man, it is a mere accident when and where it is 
discovered. With all this, absolute truth, reason, and justice are different with the 
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founder of each different school. And as each one’s special kind of absolute truth, 
reason, and justice is again conditioned by his subjective understanding, his con-
ditions of existence, the measure of his knowledge and his intellectual training, 
there is no other ending possible in this conflict of absolute truths than that they 
shall be mutually exclusive of one another. Hence, from this nothing could come 
but a kind of eclectic, average Socialism, which, as a matter of fact, has up to the 
present time dominated the minds of most of the socialist workers in France and 
England. Hence, a mish-mash allowing of the most manifold shades of opinion: 
a mish-mash of such critical statements, economic theories, pictures of future 
society by the founders of different sects, as excite a minimum of opposition; a 
mish-mash which is the more easily brewed the more definite sharp edges of the 
individual constituents are rubbed down in the stream of debate, like rounded 
pebbles in a brook.

To make a science of Socialism, it had first to be placed upon a real basis.

Historical Materialism avoids the limitations of metaphysical materialism, mechani-
cal materialism, vulgar materialism, and idealism by properly identifying the relation-
ship between social being and social consciousness and by recognizing that human 
beings can impact social being through socially conscious activity which is the basis 
for Scientific Socialist theory and practice.

Scientific Socialism is the application of Dialectical Materialist philosophy and 
Historical Materialist theory in the mission of overthrowing capitalism and building 
towards the stateless, classless society of communism. Human history is an important 
subject of study for Scientific Socialists because it is necessary to achieve a historical 
and comprehensive perspective of humanity and its development in order to affect 
change in human society.

Therefore, in practice, the revolutionary construction of a new society needs to be car-
ried out along the following lines:

1.	 Revolution must be carried out simultaneously in the realms of both social 
being and social consciousness.

2.	 Changing the old social being is the foundation for changing the old social 
consciousness.

3.	 Changes in social being lead to profound changes in social consciousness, 
and also, conversely, the effects of social consciousness, in certain condi-
tions, can also create drastic and profound changes in social being.

Annotation 85

Revolution can be carried out in the realm of social being by developing a material 
basis for social revolution. This requires the construction of social institutions such as 
workers’ unions and political parties which can impact back upon the economic base 
of human society. The most important achievement which workers must strive for 
is building a state which can function as a dictatorship of the proletariat. This gives 
workers the greatest ability to impact the material base through conscious activity, and 
will allow for workers to eventually overcome and negate capitalism once and for all. 
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Revolution can be carried out in the realm of social consciousness by developing the 
social consciousness (specifically: the class consciousness) of the working class. This 
requires developing a Dialectical Materialist worldview in workers, eradicating false 
consciousness in workers, and fighting against bourgeois and reactionary ideology 
which is imposed upon workers by the ruling class.

The most effective way to impact and develop social consciousness is to build social 
institutions which can drive ideological progress through theoretical development 
and practical activity. This reflects the dialectical unity of theory and practice which is 
discussed in detail in Part 1, Chapter 3, beginning on p. 204.

Revolutionary activities in the realms of social being and social consciousness are 
dialectically related to one another. For example, improving material conditions for 
workers will make it easier for workers to develop class consciousness since they 
might have more free time and resources for education. At the same time, improving 
class consciousness will lead to workers struggling and fighting for better material 
conditions, up to and including the development of social revolution and the estab-
lishment of working class control of the state.

It is, therefore, vital for workers to understand and leverage a Historical Materialist 
understanding of human society and the relationship between social consciousness 
and social being in order to successfully carry out social revolution which will lead 
to the overthrow of capitalism and class society. As Philosophy of Marxism-Leninism 
explains:

Social being and social consciousness are two dialectically unified aspects of 
social life. Therefore, the work of reforming the old society and building a new 
society must be carried out simultaneously through both social existence and 
social consciousness. It must be understood that changing social existence is the 
most basic condition for changing social consciousness. It must be further un-
derstood that change must also be sought in the other direction: just as changes 
in social existence inevitably lead to great changes in the social consciousness of 
society, social consciousness can also, under certain conditions, create strong and 
profound changes in social existence.

Engels explained the way in which social consciousness can lead to changes in social 
being in a letter to Joseph Block in 1890:

The economic situation is the basis, but the various elements of the super-
structure — political forms of the class struggle and its results, to wit: consti-
tutions established by the victorious class after a successful battle, etc., juridical 
forms, and even the reflexes of all these actual struggles in the brains of the 
participants, political, juristic, philosophical theories, religious views and their 
further development into systems of dogmas — also exercise their influence 
upon the course of the historical struggles and in many cases preponderate in 
determining their form. There is an interaction of all these elements in which, 
amid all the endless host of accidents (that is, of things and events whose inner 
interconnection is so remote or so impossible of proof that we can regard it as 
non-existent, as negligible), the economic movement finally asserts itself as nec-
essary. Otherwise the application of the theory to any period of history would be 
easier than the solution of a simple equation of the first degree.
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In What is to be Done, Lenin explains the role of social consciousness in waging so-
cial revolution: 

Without revolutionary theory, there can be no revolutionary movement... The 
role of vanguard fighter can be fulfilled only by a party that is guided by the 
most advanced theory.

To thoroughly grasp this methodological principle in the cause of the social-
ist revolution in our country we must, on the one hand, grasp the importance 
of the cultural ideological revolution and promote the positive impact of social 
consciousness on the economic development and industrialization and modern-
ization of the country. On the other hand, we must avoid repeating the mistake 
of voluntarism in building culture and building a new society.

Voluntarism is a philosophical position and methodological practice of placing 
subjective will as the primary determinator of decisions and activities. Subjective will 
includes the goals, desires, and intentions of individual humans and/or groups of hu-
man beings. Voluntarism, therefore, is a form of idealism, since it overemphasizes the 
subjective consciousness of human beings while ignoring the role of matter in deter-
mining consciousness.

Lt. Col. Dang Cong Thanh defined the philosophical error of voluntarism in the 
article “Voluntarism is a Dangerous ‘Disease’ That Needs to be Avoided,” Published 
in 2020 in Ha Giang Newspaper:

Willpower is one of the factors that make up a person’s character and cour-
age. However, if we only rely on personal willpower without following objective 
laws, or consider willpower as a “universal key” to solving all problems without 
starting from a basis of real life, it is voluntarism - one of the manifestations of 
the disease of “communist arrogance” that can easily cause revolutionaries to fail 
and deteriorate. 

. . .

Voluntarists often have in common the characteristic of examining, perceiv-
ing, and evaluating things and phenomena based on subjective feelings. They 
consider their opinions to be always correct, even “solely correct .” Voluntarism 
used to be one of the mistakes of a segment of communists in the world. These 
communists considered human will as the primary determinant for reforming 
and changing the world. This perspective denied the objective laws of nature and 
society. Voluntarists have hasty thoughts and excessive optimism. They want to 
quickly achieve results and goals without careful consideration, objective, com-
prehensive, and thorough evaluation of all issues and aspects. They easily suc-
cumb to illusions about subjective strength without anticipating all the difficul-
ties and obstacles caused by both objective and subjective factors.

A number of cadres and party members in the past, when looking ahead, often 
used “rose-tinted glasses,” so they more or less stumbled and made mistakes on 
the revolutionary path and in practical activities. This was partly due to a lack of 
scientific information, and partly due to a lack of thorough understanding of the 
tortuous complexity of the process of building a new social regime.

. . .
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Voluntarism manifests itself in many aspects that are difficult to detect at first, 
but once we become aware of the nature of voluntarism, it becomes much easier 
to identify. For example: one common cause of voluntarism is the failure by a 
group of decision-makers to carefully study the actual situation. This leads to in-
appropriate decisions being made. Another common cause of voluntarism arises 
from the phenomenon of “new officials, new policies.”37 Many cadres38  in the 
early stages of holding leadership positions always appear eager and overly con-
cerned with social approval. Such cadres often wish to quickly create their own 
mark, so they feel they must put forward programs, plans, proposals, and projects 
with “positive and brilliant” goals. They set unrealistic targets for beautiful  but 
unfeasible numbers. Ultimately, these ambitious measures cause more harm than 
good. What is more alarming is that many times voluntarism does not necessar-
ily originate from immature thinking, immature awareness, or hasty thoughts, 
but rather it originates from very sophisticated group interests. They act in the 
name of the organization to issue programs and policies that benefit a minority 
of individuals with power and authority. This leads to many consequences and 
can even lead to unpredictable socio-economic consequences for the community 
and the country.

The Need to be Humble and to Learn and Listen to Opposing Opinions: 

Speaking about the harmful effects of voluntarism that existed during his life-
time, Vladimir Lenin once said:

“For a proletarian political party, there is no more dangerous mistake than 
to set its strategy according to subjective will .” For cadres and party members, 
voluntarism and the attitude of imposing personal subjective opinions on the 
collective are not only prominent manifestations of selfish, narrow-minded, 
authoritarian, and patriarchal individualism, but also cause suspicion and inter-
nal disunity, leading to a loss of fighting power of Party committees and organi-
zations; this hinders the healthy development of agencies, units, localities, and, 
more broadly, the whole society.

So, how do we prevent, combat, stop, and push back the disease of voluntarism 
which exists in segments of cadres and Party members, especially those in posi-
tions of power today? Finding a satisfactory answer to this problem is not easy if 
a segment of cadres does not truly have progressive thinking, a spirit of inquiry, 
a spirit of integrity, and a true sense of service to the country, to the people, and 
to the common interests of the community and the collective.

Cadres and Party members must have progressive thinking to prevent and 
eliminate backward remnants in thoughts, in attitudes, and in actions that affect 
the laws and positive development trends of organizations, agencies, units, and 
localities. We must have a spirit of learning to humbly receive and accept healthy 
contributions and criticisms from subordinates, from our fellow cadres, and from 
others with good professional qualifications. We must have a spirit of integrity to 

37	 This is a Vietnamese expression that describes the tendency for new leaders to enact changes in order to 
prove themselves.

38	 A person or group with a leadership position in a political organization; usually a communist party.
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not be influenced by material interests or personal interests in the promulgation 
of collective policies and decisions.

It is necessary to pay more attention to regularly doing a good job of inspec-
tion, supervision, and strengthening control over the personal power of leaders 
and those with the authority to issue decisions on policies, mechanisms, and 
policies; promptly detecting and resolutely and strictly handling manifestations 
of voluntarism and imposition of personal opinions that harm the common 
interests. This issue has been raised for many years, but in reality, the inspection 
and supervision work at many Party committees and organizations has not been 
maintained strictly and effectively; many places have shown signs of laxity and 
signs of inadequate inspection and supervision. This has led to a situation where 
a number of leaders, especially top leaders, still do not. . . properly resolve and 
harmoniously handle the relationship between the collective leadership role and 
the responsibility of the individual in charge.

Philosophy of Marxism-Leninism describes how voluntarism led to problems in the 
post-revolutionary historical period of Vietnam which took place just after the end of 
the war with the USA in 1975. During this period, known as the “Subsidizing Period,” 
Vietnamese communists tried to immediately move Vietnamese society to a stateless, 
classless society very rapidly.

This was attempted at a time when the productive forces of Vietnam were very un-
developed, especially because of the devastation and destruction caused by the war to 
the infrastructure and productive capacity of the nation. At the end of the war period, 
most Vietnamese people were small-scale farmers with very primitive tools and mate-
rial resources.

It should be seen that it is only possible to truly create the social consciousness 
of a socialist society on the basis of thoroughly renovating the traditional small-
scale farmer’s material way of life and establishing and developing a new method 
of production on the basis of successfully implementing the cause of industrial-
ization and modernization.

Voluntarism led Vietnamese communists to overemphasize the subjective desire to 
quickly achieve communism while ignoring the objective material conditions of the 
era. In objective reality, the productive forces were simply not developed enough to 
realistically achieve such a rapid transition to a stateless, classless society. These issues 
of voluntarism as they pertain to the post-war period are discussed more in Annota-
tion 4 of Appendix G, p. 260.

Closely related to the error of voluntarism are the errors of commandism and tailism. 
These are mistakes which are made in revolutionary leadership which result whenev-
er revolutionaries do not understand the process and nature of social revolution.

Commandism occurs when revolutionaries do not listen to the people, and instead 
attempt to unilaterally command the people through force of will. This is a form of 
voluntarism because it reflects a mistaken belief that the subjective will of the revo-
lutionary individual or party can impose its will unilaterally on the masses. It fails to 
account for the dialectical relationship which exists between more advanced elements 
of the revolutionary class and the masses at large.
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Annotation 85 (continued)

Tailism occurs when revolutionaries follow reactionary opinions, attitudes, and 
false consciousness of the masses blindly. It is, in essence, a failure to utilize proper 
Dialectical Materialist and Historical Materialist analysis and methodology in theory 
and practice. As Lenin wrote:

Surely, it is not [the] function [of the revolutionary party] to drag at the tail of 
the movement. At best, this would be of no service to the movement; at worst, it 
would be exceedingly harmful.39

The errors of tailism and commandism were further defined by Ho Chi Minh in 
Modifying the Working Style:

We must always converse with the masses and make sure that we are under-
stood by the masses. This means we must show the masses that we are account-
able. If we have bureaucratic manners, if we only command the masses, that 
means we are not accountable to the masses. In making this mistake, we turn 
our "commands" into a wall that separates the Party and the government from 
the masses, and the policies of the Party and the government become detached 
from the needs of the people... Therefore, we must ask for the masses' opinions  
in everything. We must always converse with the masses and make sure that we 
are understood by the masses... But we should also not just blindly do whatev-
er the masses say. (We must) compare different opinions carefully and analyze 
the class conditions that lead to those opinions. Find the contradictions in those 
differing opinions to see what is right and what is wrong. Select the right opin-
ions, present them to the people for discussion, and then repeat this process, to 
gradually raise the people's awareness... We absolutely should not follow the tail 
of masses. But we must gather the opinions of the masses and utilize them in 
our leadership. We must take the people's way of comparing, considering, and 
solving problems, and turn it into a way of leading the people.

39	 What is to be Done? V. I. Lenin, 1901.
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CHAPTER 4
CATEGORY OF SOCIAL-ECONOMIC FORMATION AND THE NATURAL-

HISTORICAL PROCESS OF THE DEVELOPMENT OF DIFFERENT SOCIAL-
ECONOMIC FORMATIONS

I . CATEGORY OF SOCIAL-ECONOMIC FORMATION

Society is the extraordinarily complex sum total of countless social relationships.
Marx, Engels, and Lenin used Dialectical Materialism to analyze social life in order to 

formulate scientific theories of human social relations. To be able to develop such sci-
entific theories of human social relations, the relations of production had to be isolated 
as a subject of study. The examination of these objective economic relations outside of 
human consciousness allowed the study of human history and society to be placed on an 
objective basis. Formulating a scientific understanding of human society also required 
the study of the dialectical relationship between the relations of production and the pro-
ductive forces.

Annotation 86

At the foundation of Historical Materialism is Social-Economic Formation Theory. 
This theory holds that every human society exists as a formation which includes an 
economic base and a social superstructure. The dialectical relationship between the 
base and superstructure is what defines human society. We can, therefore, use the 
term "Social-Economic Formation" as a synonym for human society.

Within the relationship between the base and superstructure, the base determines 
the superstructure while the superstructure can impact back upon the base. This 
reflects the Dialectical Materialist conception of the relationship between matter and 
consciousnes: matter determines consciousness, and consciousness can impact back 
upon the material world. Social-Economic Formation Theory arises from the applica-
tion of Dialectical Materialist philosophy and Materialist Dialectical analysis in study-
ing human society. The proper understanding of the material basis of the development 
of human society is the basis for the objective analysis of human history. This is what 
distinguishes Historical Materialism from all previous methods of analyzing human 
history and society. As Engels wrote in Socialism: Utopian and Scientific:

The materialist conception of history starts from the proposition that the 
production of the means to support human life and, next to production, the 
exchange of things produced, is the basis of all social structure; that in every so-
ciety that has appeared in history, the manner in which wealth is distributed and 
society divided into classes or orders is dependent upon what is produced, how 
it is produced, and how the products are exchanged. From this point of view, the 
final causes of all social changes and political revolutions are to be sought, not in 
men's brains, not in men's better insights into eternal truth and justice, but in 
changes in the modes of production and exchange. They are to be sought, not in 
the philosophy, but in the economics of each particular epoch.



160  Historical Materialism

Annotation 86 (continued)

As Engels goes on to explain, placing our understanding of history on an objective 
basis is more than a mere philosophical breakthrough. Historical Materialism also has 
political importance, as it creates a basis for the oppressed workers of the world to un-
derstand the nature of their own oppression, and such an understanding is a necessary 
prerequisite for social revolution and liberation from class society:

The growing perception that existing social institutions are unreasonable and 
unjust, that reason has become unreason, and right wrong, is only proof that in 
the modes of production and exchange changes have silently taken place with 
which the social order, adapted to earlier economic conditions, is no longer in 
keeping. From this it also follows that the means of getting rid of the incon-
gruities that have been brought to light must also be present, in a more or less 
developed condition, within the changed modes of production themselves.

Finally Engels explains that the principles of Historical Materialism are not to be 
"deduced" through reason alone, but must be discovered through material analysis of 
the economic base (i.e., the "system of production") of human society:

These means are not to be invented by deduction from fundamental principles, 
but are to be discovered in the stubborn facts of the existing system of produc-
tion.

Social-Economic Formation Theory is further explained from p. 159.

They analyzed those economic relations and how they, in turn, related with all oth-
er social relations (specifically the relationship with the socio-political superstructure) 
which led to the clear conclusion that society is a structural system with certain funda-
mental constituent aspects. These fundamental aspects of society are:

•	 Productive forces.
•	 Relations of production (constituting the economic structure of society).
•	 The superstructure of society.

Annotation 87

ALL OTHER ASPECTS
OF SOCIETY

MATERIAL BASE 

SUPERSTRUCTUREPRODUCTIVE
FORCES

RELATIONS
OF PRODUCTION

FUNDAMENTAL ASPECTS OF SOCIETY

ESSENCE PHENOMENA

The fundamental aspects of society are those aspects which drive the internal development of 
society. All other aspects of society are phenomena of those fundamental aspects.

The relationship between productive forces and relations of production constitute 
the material base of human society, whereas the superstructure of society’s internal 
relationships consists of countless social consciousness forms and their corresponding 
socio-political institutions. This is the subject of Chapter 1, Section 2, starting on p. 42.
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Annotation 87 (continued)

All of these relationships follow the principles and laws of Dialectical Materialism 
and Materialist Dialectics so that productive forces determine the relations of produc-
tion whereas relations of production impact back on productive forces, and the mate-
rial base of society determines the superstructure whereas the superstructure impacts 
back on the material base [see: Chapter 2, Section 2, starting on p. 90].

The productive forces, relations of production, and superstructure are considered to 
be the fundamental aspects of society because they are the elements which determine 
the development of human society in essence. This relates to the universal category 
pair of essence and phenomena. The productive forces, relations of production, and 
superstructure of society are considered essential because they are the internal rela-
tions which determine development and change within human society. Any other 
aspects of human society that fall outside of the bounds of these fundamental aspects 
are phenomena; this means that they are externally observable aspects which derive 
from the fundamental aspects of society.

The relations of production exist both as the economic form which corresponds to 
the content of the productive forces, and as a constituent aspect of the economic base of 
society upon which a superstructure (including politics, law, religion, etc.) is built. In the 
philosophical theory of Historical Materialism, this dialectical system which includes 
the economic base and superstructure is called the social-economic formation (or “social 
formation”).

Annotation 88

The relationship between content and form is discussed in detail on p. 147 of Part 1. 
The nature of the content/form relationship between productive forces and relations of 
production are explained in Annotation 39 on p. 63. The relationship between the base 
and superstructure is explained more in Chapter 1, Section 2, starting on p. 42.

As a basic category of Historical Materialism, the category of social-economic forma-
tion has the following definition:

Society within a certain historical period, composed of a relationship between 
the predominant relations of production of that society (which suit the develop-
ment level of the productive forces) and the corresponding superstructure of that 
society (which is built upon those relations of production).

Annotation 89

Social-economic formation simply refers to a human society as it exists in a certain 
time and place. The relationship which defines a social-economic formation is the rela-
tionship between the base and superstructure.

In Dialectical Materialism, a category is defined as the most general grouping of 
aspects, attributes, and relations of things, phenomena, and ideas. In Historical Ma-
terialism, a social-economic formation can therefore be defined as the most general 
grouping of aspects, attributes, and relations of human society in a particular stage of 
development.
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Annotation 89 (continued)

The development of human society is driven primarily by the development of pro-
ductive forces. As the productive forces develop, new relations of production emerge 
in order to become suitable with the productive forces, and the cycle begins again; 
eventually, the productive forces will develop once more to such an extent that they 
become unsuitable to the new relations of production. This leads society to move from 
one mode of production (defined by the relationship between the productive forces 
and relations of production) to another. In terms of Materialist Dialectics, each shift 
from one mode of production to the next can be considered a quality shift which is the 
result of extended and gradual shifts in quantity of the means of production over time. 
Quantity and quality are explained more in Part 1, p. 163.

The relations of production can only change through social revolution, a process 
which is described in Chapter 5, Section 2, starting on p. 207.

The superstructure of society is determined by the material base of society as ex-
plained in Chapter 2, Section 2, starting on p. 90, and reflects and protects the relations 
of production as explained in Annotation 50, p. 90.

This scientific conception of society as a “formation” of base and superstructure has 
provided a scientific methodology for the study of the basic structure of society, allow-
ing us to analyze the extremely complex life of a given society in order to point out the 
dialectical relationships between its fundamental aspects. This analytical methodology 
asserts that the motion and development of society is a natural-historical process. This 
scientific methodology, which allows us to analyze social life and its history of motion 
and development, is one of the great discoveries of Marxism-Leninism.

Annotation 90

The scientific conception of society as a configuration of a base and superstructure 
is described in Chapter 2 starting on p. 73. The discovery by Marx and Engels of the 
objective dialectical development of human society and the formulation of the base/
superstructure model of human society is what allows human history to be studied on 
a scientific basis. Historical Materialism is the term we use to refer to scientific analysis 
of human history through the framework of Dialectical Materialist analysis. As Lenin 
wrote in The Economic Content of Narodism:

[Marx’s theory of history] applied to social science that objective, general 
scientific criterion of repetition which the subjectivists declared could not be ap-
plied to sociology. They argued, in fact, that owing to the tremendous complexity 
and variety of social phenomena they could not be studied without separating 
the important from the unimportant, and that such a separation could be made 
only from the viewpoint of “critically thinking” and “morally developed” indi-
viduals. And they thus happily succeeded in transforming social science into a 
series of sermons on petty-bourgeois morality. . . (which) philosophized about 
the inexpediency of history and about a path directed by “the light of science.” 
It was these arguments that Marx’s theory severed at the very root. The distinc-
tion between the important and the unimportant was replaced by the distinction 
between the economic structure of society, as the content, and the political and 
ideological form.
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Annotation 90 (continued)

A “natural-historical process” is a process which arises from nature and is governed 
by objective laws of nature (natural) and which takes place over time (historical). Hu-
manity has a natural aspect: humanity from nature and is a component of nature and 
is regulated by objective natural laws. This natural aspect of humanity is explained in 
more detail in Chapter 6 starting on p. 212.

Furthermore, the development of human society is rooted in objective material 
processes; namely: the development of the economic base of human society which 
is composed of productive forces and relations of production. The development of 
human society occurs independently of human will, although human will and con-
scious activity (especially political activity) can impact back on the base of society as 
explained in Annotation 49, p. 88.

Understanding the nature of the relationship between the base and superstructure of 
society and the ways in which human beings can consciously impact human society is 
key to the mission of Scientific Socialism.
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II . THE NATURAL-HISTORICAL PROCESS OF THE DEVELOPMENT OF 
SOCIAL-ECONOMIC FORMATIONS

By applying the Theory of Social-Economic Formation to the study of the development 
of human history, Marx concluded that “the evolution of the economic formation of soci-
ety is viewed as a process of natural history.”

The natural historical nature of the development process of the social-economic forma-
tion is proven by the following evidence:

First, the motion and development of society does not follow the subjective will of 
humans but follows objective laws. These are the laws of the social-economic formation 
structure itself. These laws include the system of social laws in the fields of economy, 
politics, culture, science, and so on, but the laws that determine the development of soci-
ety most fundamentally are:

1.	 The Law of Suitability Between the Relations of Production and the Pro-
ductive Forces.

2.	 The Law of the Base Determining the Superstructure of Society.

Annotation 91

The Law of Suitability Between the Relations of Production and the Productive Forc-
es is defined and explained in Chapter 1, Section 2, starting on p. 42.

The Law of the Base Determining the Superstructure of Society is a closely related 
law which was first formulated by Marx in A Contribution to the Critique of Political 
Economy:

At a certain stage of development, the material productive forces of society 
come into conflict with the existing relations of production or—this merely 
expresses the same thing in legal terms—with the property relations within the 
framework of which they have operated hitherto. From forms of development 
of the productive forces these relations turn into their fetters. Then begins an 
era of social revolution. With the change of the economic foundation the entire 
immense superstructure is more or less rapidly transformed.

 The objective need for the relations of production to suit the productive forces leads 
to developments in the base. Eventually these developments in the base of society will 
lead to developments in the superstructure of society. As Marx explains in The Poverty 
of Philosophy, it is development of the economic base drives constant change in society:

 Social relations are closely bound up with productive forces. In acquiring new 
productive forces men change their mode of production; and in changing their 
mode of production, in changing the way of earning their living, they change all 
their social relations. The hand-mill gives you society with the feudal lord; the 
steam-mill society with the industrial capitalist.

The same men who establish their social relations in conformity with the 
material productivity, produce also principles, ideas, and categories, in conformity 
with their social relations.

. . .

There is a continual movement of growth in productive forces, of destruction 
in social relations, of formation in ideas.
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Annotation 91 (continued)
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The Law of Suitability Between Relations of Production and Productive Forces is closely linked 
to the Law of the Base Determining the Superstructure of Society. Together, these laws govern 

the devleopment pattern of the fundamental aspects of human society.
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Annotation 91 (continued)

Whenever productive forces develop to a point that they are no longer suitable with 
relations of production, human society suffers because progress and development of 
human society is severely restrained. Human society has an objective need for stabil-
ity and suitable relations of production which will allow productive forces to resume 
stable and unrestrained development (see Annotation 36, p. 52). Because the base de-
termines the superstructure, changes in the base will lead to changes in the superstruc-
ture. This reflects the Dialectical Materialist conception of the relationship between 
matter and consciousness which holds that the material determines consciousness 
while consciousness impacts back upon the material. The base is the material aspect of 
society while the superstructure is the aspect of social consciousness. Furthermore, the 
superstructure exists in large part to protect the material base of human society (see: 
Annotation 50, p. 90).

Within the superstructure of society there are many social institutions which serve 
this protective role, but the most important social institution of the superstructure in 
this regard is the state. The state exists to enforce the agenda of the ruling class and 
to stabilize class relations so that productive forces are allows to develop efficiently 
continuously. The state serves this function by enforcing the relations of production 
through coercive violence (see p. 94).

Once social revolution transpires and a new ruling class seizes control of the means 
of production and develops a state to protect and advance its own class interests, the 
superstructure of society is (to quote Marx) “more or less rapidly transformed” to 
reflect and protect the material base and the newly established relations of production. 
This includes the rapid development of a state which is controlled by and serves the 
new ruling class and countless other social institutions which otherwise protect and 
stabilize society’s newly formed relations of production.

Understanding both the Law of Suitability Between Relations of Production and 
Productive Forces and the Law of the Base Determining the Superstructure, we can see 
the pattern of development of human society:

1.	 Productive forces develop to such a point that they are no longer suitable with 
relations of production.

2.	 This unsuitability restrains the development of the productive forces. This cre-
ates an objective need for relations of production to change.

3.	 The relations of production eventually change to suit productive forces.

4.	 Once the material base advances to a new mode of production, the superstruc-
ture will rapidly change as well, as the base determines the superstructure.

Second, the origin of all motion and development of society, of human history, and of 
all social-economic fields are ultimately caused either directly or by the development of 
the productive forces of society. Lenin once emphasized:

Only the reduction of social relations to relations of production and of the lat-
ter to the level of the productive forces, provided a firm basis for the conception 
that the development of formations of society is a process of natural history.40

40	 “What the ‘Friends of the People’ Are and How They Fight the Social-Democrats,” V. I. Lenin, 1894.
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Annotation 92

The productive forces are the origin of all motion within human society as an inter-
nal component of human society and as the material basis of development in human 
society. This is consistent with fundamental principles of Dialectical Materialist philos-
ophy, including:

•	 The Dialectical Materialist conception of the relationship between matter and 
consciousness. This conception holds that the material determines conscious-
ness and consciousness can impact back upon matter. (See: Part 1, p. 88)

•	 The Principle of Development of Materialist Dialectics. This principle holds that 
all motion, change, and development originates from internal relations with a 
thing, phenomenon, or idea. (See: Part 1, p. 119)

Third, the development process of social-economic formation, i.e., the replacement of 
different social-economic formations throughout human history, as well as the develop-
ment of human social history can be impacted by many subjective factors, but the deci-
sive factor is always the impact of objective laws.

Annotation 93

Subjective factors are factors which can vary across time and place and which can 
vary from one location to another even within the same social formation of human 
society. Subjective factors are defined in more detail in Annotation 95, below.

Objective laws are the laws of Materialist Dialectics which apply to all things, phe-
nomena, and ideas in the universe. These laws are listed and detailed in Part 1, p. 248 
and the application of these laws to human society are detailed in Annotation 37, p. 55 
of this book. Objective laws govern, determine, and restrain subjective factors includ-
ing the ability of human beings to act in the world and to change the world. Subjective 
factors, therefore, are limited by the objective laws of reality.

Subjectivity and objectivity are explained in detail in Appendix E, p. 244.

Under the influence of objective laws, human history is a process of sequential replace-
ment of social-economic formations: i.e., from original society to slave society to feudal-
ism to capitalism, with the future certainly belong to the communist social-economic 
formation.

Annotation 94

The principles of development explained in Chapter 2 of Part 1 apply to human 
society as they do to all other things, phenomena, and ideas. This means that human 
society develops through processes of contradiction and negation in accordance with 
the objective laws of reality. This means that the development of human society can be 
analyzed and studied like any other natural phenomenon and that certain conclusions 
and predictions can be drawn from the application and understanding of these laws.

Marx and Engels have proven that communism is inevitably the stage of devel-
opment that will follow capitalism through careful objective analysis of the political 
economy of capitalism. Their thorough analysis - in particular the analysis of Marx in 
Capital - show that the productive forces of capitalism are not suitable with the



168  Historical Materialism

Annotation 94 (continued)

relations of production and that capitalism contains internal contradictions which are 
unstable and which will lead to the eventual collapse of the capitalist social formation. 
Once this occurs, the proletariat (the revolutionary class in our current society) will 
eventually negate the capitalist class and this will be the end of class society and class 
struggle.

While affirming the natural-historical characteristic (i.e., the objective-law characteris-
tic) of social change and development, Marxism-Leninism also affirms the role of subjec-
tive factors in the development process of human history in general and the history of 
each specific human community in particular.

Such subjective factors include (but are not limited to):
•	 Geographical conditions.
•	 Political power levels of different classes.
•	 Cultural traditions.
•	 The international situation.

Annotation 95

Distinguishing the difference between objectivity and subjectivity is crucial for deep-
er understanding of Dialectical Materialist and Historical Materialist philosophy. The 
Philosophy of Marxism-Leninism department of Vietnam’s Foreign Trade University 
gives the following explanation of objectivity and subjectivity:

“Objectivity” refers to everything that exists independently and outside of 
an active subject and does not depend on the active subject. Objective factors 
includes objective conditions, possibilities, and laws. In processes of develop-
ment, objective laws always play the most important role. Objectivity can also 
be understood as the inherent nature of things, phenomena... In other words, the 
“objectivity” category is used to refer to all that exists independently of a deter-
mined subject, constitutes a practical situation, and regularly affects the determi-
nation of the goals, tasks and methods of activity of that subject.

“Subjectivity” includes everything that constitutes and reflects the level of 
development of the qualities and capacities of a certain subject. To talk about 
subjectivity is to talk about the actual internal strength of the subject. “Subjec-
tivity” is also understood as all the qualitative components and capacities of the 
subject in the activity of perceiving and transforming the object.

SUBJECT

OBJECTIVE
WORLD

SUBJECTIVE FACTORS
(Internal to Subject)

OBJECTIVE FACTORS
(External to Subject)

Subjective factors are internal to the subject being considered and drive its own internal 
development. Objective factors are external and govern, control, and impact its development.
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Annotation 95 (continued)

A subject is a thing, phenomenon, or idea which exists and develops in the world. 
This requires the subject to have a certain form. A form is a set of relatively stable 
relationships which allow the subject to exist and develop over time. According to 
the Principle of Development, a subject changes and develops over time as a result of 
internal relationships and contradictions. Subjectivity relates to and describes these 
internal relationships and contradictions and the internal development of a subject.

Objective factors relate to the external factors, relationships, contradictions, and con-
tradictions in which a subject exists and develops. Of these countless external factors 
relating to any given subject, the most important are the objective laws which relate to 
all things, phenomena, and ideas. These include the two basic principles of Dialectical 
Materialism as well as the three universal laws of Materialist Dialectics.41

Both objective and subjective factors play vital roles in development processes, and 
both must be understood and considered in our analysis of the world.
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Both subjective and objective factors play important roles in the development of a subject.

Objective factors are important because they can greatly impact and even determine 
how a subject develops. Objective factors include:

•	 Objective laws, which govern the development of the subject. All subjects must 
follow objective laws in the course of their existence and development (i.e., 
a society must develop in accordance with the objective principles of Social 
Formation Theory; all things develop in accordance with the universal laws of 
Materialist Dialectics).

•	 Material conditions, which determine the development of subjects (i.e., a plant 
cannot grow without sunlight; a wooden chair can only be made if wood is 
available; the development of human society is constrained by the capacity of 
the material production process).

•	 Other subjects, which can impact back upon the subject in various ways (in 
accordance with the Principle of General Relationships).

41	 See Part 1: Appendix B, p. 247 and Appendix C, p. 248.
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Annotation 95 (continued)

Subjective factors are important because motion and development of a subject is 
driven by internal relations. This has basis in both the Principle of Development of 
Dialectical Materialism and the Law of Unification and Contradiction Between Oppo-
sites of Materialist Dialectics. As former General Secretary of the Communist Party of 
Vietnam, Nguyen Phu Trong, wrote:

Any event or phenomenon has its objective and subjective causes, but in the 
end, it is the subjective causes that decide it.

This reflects the Law of Unification and Contradiction Between Opposites of Materi-
alist Dialectics, which Lenin summarized as:

The fundamental, originating, and universal driving force of all motion and 
development processes is the inherent and objective contradiction which exists in 
all things, phenomena, and ideas.42

In the context of human society and social formation thory, subjective factors are 
factors which exist as internal relationships and contradictions within a specific so-
cial-economic form. The subjective factors of a society in one time and place will be 
different from the subjective factors of a society in another time and place. These fac-
tors also vary from one place to another even within the same social formation.

Objective factors of human society relate to factors which exist externally to the so-
cial-economic form as a subject. Objective factors include not just the laws and princi-
ples of Dialectical Materialism but also the objective laws and principles of Historical 
Materialism. Unlike subjective factors, which can vary significantly from one society to 
another, the objective laws and principles of Historical Materialism apply universally 
to all human societies in all times and places.

See Appendix E, p. 244 for a full overview of subjectivity and objectivity.
Subjective factors relate to randomness from the Materialist Dialectical category 

pair of obviousness and randomness. This category pair relates to the predictability of 
development as determined by whether such development arises from internal rela-
tionships or external relationships.

•	 Obviousness refers to factors which have to develop in a certain way based on 
internal relationships.

•	 Randomness refers to factors which are much less predictable because they are 
caused by external relationships.

When examining human society and its development, we can identify:

•	 Obvious factors which are relatively predictable and which stem from internal 
material relationships. Within class society, these obvious factors are primar-
ily related to class struggle: internal struggle related to the material processes 
which are primarily responsible for the development of class society. 

•	 Random factors which are relatively unpredictable and caused by relationships 
which are external to those obvious material factors. Within class society, these 
are subjective factors which externally relate to class struggle and impact back 
on class struggle.

42	 Summary of Dialectics, Vladimir Ilyich Lenin, 1914.
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Annotation 95 (continued)

Thus, we can define subjective factors as the relatively random factors which impact 
a given social group of human beings which exist at a certain stage of development 
of class society. These factors are considered to be subjective because they relate to 
internal relationships which impact a specific group of human beings in a specific time 
in place.

Here are some ways in which subjective factors can manifest and vary within a giv-
en social formation:

•	 Geographical conditions can change the ways in which human society mani-
fests and develops in countless ways. For instance, geographical isolation can 
prevent some groups of human beings from transitioning to the next stage of 
development of the mode of production along with the rest of the global popu-
lation. Even today there are some isolated populations which never developed 
class society at all, though these are extremely rare in our modern day and age. 
Geographical factors can also impact the rate of development of productive 
forces and interactions between different groups of human beings in countless 
ways. For instance, having access to rivers and ports may make transportation 
of goods, labor, and resource more efficient and this may speed up development 
of productive forces. The presence or absence of good farmland and other nat-
ural resources in a region can also significantly impact the rate of development 
and other aspects of the development of human society within a region.

•	 Political power levels of different classes can fluctuate over time and vary from 
one place to another within a social formation. For example, under feudalism 
there were some nations where peasants had more rights and privileges than 
other nations. Even within the same nation, one region or town may have differ-
ent levels of power for different classes. Some cities might generally have stron-
ger labor unions and more benefits for workers, for instance, while others might 
be more oppressive to workers. This also varies over time as workers strive for 
more power (and suffer setbacks) through processes of class struggle.

•	 Cultural traditions can significantly impact the ways in which human society 
develops from one region to the next. Sometimes culture can speed up or slow 
down the development of productive forces or impede or hasten the develop-
ment of new relations of production. Cultural traditions can also cause remnant 
class elements to linger longer in some places than in others. For example, some 
nations (like the UK and Saudi Arabia) still have cultural practices which in-
clude legacy classes from feudal times such as monarchs and nobility, whereas 
other nations have no such remnant classes present.

•	 The international situation can drastically affect the development and condi-
tions of a social formation. Relationships between nations can vary from peace-
ful trade and mutual development arrangements which can increase the rate 
of development of productive forces considerably to more harmful relations 
such as war, colonization, and competition for markets. Human society can go 
through periods of general peace and stability or general tension and conflict 
and these conditions can have significant impact on the development of social 
formations.
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Subjective factors impact each and every human community in countless different 
ways, allowing for each human community to develop on its own unique path. Thus, 
subjective factors are the foundation of the richness and diversity of human history. We 
call this the “richness and diversity characteristic” of social development.

This richness and diversity characteristic allows for certain social-economic formations 
to “bypass” certain steps in development. Certain objective and subjective conditions 
must be met in order for such a “bypass” to take place.

Annotation 96

Subjective factors account for the fact that human society does not develop “me-
chanically” in a perfectly predictable manner. In a letter to Conrad Schmidt, Engels 
criticizes contemporary thinkers whose analysis of history is purely “mechanical” and 
fails to account for subjective factors:

What all these gentlemen lack is dialectics. All they ever see is cause here, 
effect there. They do not at all see that this is a bare abstraction; that in the real 
world such metaphysical polar opposites exist only in crises; that the whole great 
process develops itself in the form of reciprocal action, to be sure of very unequal 
forces, in which the economic movement is far and away the strongest, most pri-
mary and decisive. They do not see that here nothing is absolute and everything 
relative.

The richness and diversity of humanity stems from all of the countless subjective 
factors which can impact humans in different times and places. Subjective factors can 
have such profound impact as to hinder and delay the transition of a society from 
one stage of development to the next, or to allow it to bypass a stage of development 
altogether. The passage below comes from an article published by the Cadre Training 
Political Center of Ben Tre Province in Vietnam and explains how subjective factors 
can lead to the bypassing of a stage of development of a social formation:

Because human society is a natural-historical process [see Annotation 90, 
p. 162], the movement of all social-economic formations happens objectively. 
However, the development of human society is still attached to the material 
conditions of the economy and society of each particular nation and each particu-
lar people. Because of those subjective factors, each nation will differ in terms of 
development of their respective social-economic forms. A nation might develop 
gradually from lower formation to higher formation, or a nation might bypass 
one or a few formations in the development process. Famous examples include 
Australia and some Latin American countries which bypassed the social-econom-
ic formation of feudalism in the history of their development. 

Such bypassing does not mainly depend on the subjective will of the people, 
it is mainly decided by the objective historical conditions. Such differences can 
manifest even within societies that differ greatly despite existing in the same 
mode of production. For instance, in Europe during the feudal era, power was 
held in the hands of many different classes (nobles, peasants, etc.), but in Asia it 
was more common for nearly all of the power to belong to the king.

It is clear that the “bypassing” of stages of development of social-economic 
formations is not just random, but must obey objective laws.
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Annotation 96 (continued)

We have provided more information on Vietnam’s ongoing efforts to bypass capi-
talism in building socialism in the form of several articles and excerpts by Vietnamese 
communists which can be found in Appendix H, p. 269. We hope that this might give 
readers more insight into the application of Historical Materialist analysis and meth-
odology in the material world. The objective laws which human society must follow 
in bypassing, hastening, or delaying development from one stage of development of 
social formation to the next are the same objective laws which all things, phenomena, 
and ideas must follow. These are the laws of Dialectical Materialism and Materialist 
Dialectics which are outlined in Part 1, p. 248.

In summary, the history of humanity in general, and of each human community in 
particular, obey certain objective social laws and are also influenced by numerous other 
subjective factors. Therefore, the development history of society manifests the character-
istic of unity in diversity and diversity in unity.

Annotation 97

Unity in diversity and diversity in unity refers to the Principle of General Relation-
ships of Materialist Dialectics which explains the nature of the internal relationships 
which define all things, phenomena, and ideas. This principle is explained in detail in 
Annotation 107 on page 110 of Part 1. To briefly summarize: all things, phenomena, 
and ideas contain countless internal relationships. These relationships are diverse and 
varied, but they define subjects which exist in unity.

UNITY IN DIVERSITY

INFINITELY DIVERSE
MANIFESTATIONS

UNIVERSAL
RELATIONSHIP

  

MATERIAL WORLD

INFINITE DIVERSITY
OF RELATIONSHIPS

DIVERSITY IN UNITY

“Unity in diversity and diversity in unity” describes an important aspect of the Principle of 
General Relationships of Materialist Dialectics.

Like all other things, phenomena, and ideas, humanity adheres to the principle of 
general relationships and therefore possesses the characteristic of unity in diversity 
and diversity in unity. Understanding the role of subjective factors in the history, de-
velopment, and existence of humanity is key to understanding the principle of general 
development as it pertains to human society.

Humanity as a whole is composed of countless diverse groups, and every group 
of human beings has subjective factors which distinguishes it from all other groups. 
All these diverse groups of human beings, considered together, define humanity as 
a whole. All groups of human beings adhere to the principles and laws of Historical 
Materialism, which reflects unity in diversity. At the same time, each society develops 
in a unique manner due to subjective factors, reflecting diversity in unity.
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Annotation 97 (continued)

UNITY IN DIVERSITY

HUMAN
SOCIETIES

OBJECTIVE
LAWS

  

SUBJECTIVE FACTORS

HUMAN SOCIETY

DIVERSITY IN UNITY

“Unity in diversity and diversity in unity” is reflected in human society. All human societies 
throughout history must obey objective laws, reflecting unity in diversity. Meanwhile, any given 

human society is impacted by countless subjective factors, reflecting diversity in unity.

As an example, geography is a subjective factor which impacts different societies in 
different ways. Some groups of human beings have been isolated for longer periods of 
time than most, which will delay or otherwise change the ways in which they transi-
tion from one stage of development to the next. Other societies may have cultural or 
political aspects which either speed up or slow down development relative to the rest 
of humanity. However, all human societies must adhere to the objective laws of Dia-
lectical and Historical Materialism, and humanity itself is essentially defined by this 
diversity in subjective factors and social development.
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III . SCIENTIFIC VALUE OF THE THEORY OF  
SOCIAL-ECONOMIC FORMATION

"Continuously Struggle,  
Rise Up in Strength!"

Before Marx, idealism played a dominant role in social science. The advent of Historical 
Materialism, the core of which is the Theory of Social-Economic Formation, has provid-
ed a truly scientific methodology for the study of human society.

The following three rules must be observed in the Historical Materialist analysis of 
human society in order to avoid falling into idealism and to ensure that a scientific and 
material-based methodology is practiced:

First, the Theory of Social-Economic Formation states that:
Material production is the basis of social life and that the mode of production 

determines the level of development of society, and thus, material production is 
also the factor which determines the development level of society and the gener-
al course of human history.

Therefore, we must strictly avoid basing our study of the development of human so-
ciety primarily on the subjective thoughts, ideas, and will of humans. We must, instead, 
focus on the development level of social production in general and the mode of produc-
tion in particular with the key is the development level of the productive forces when 
studying the historical development of any particular human community.

Second, the Theory of Social-Economic Formation also holds that society is not a ran-
dom, mechanical combination of individuals, but a living organism. Aspects of society 
exist in a closely unified structural system which interact with each other. Within this 
system, the relations of production play the fundamental role, determining other social 
relations. It is an objective criterion which can be used to distinguish different social 
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regimes. Therefore, to accurately explain society, it is necessary to use the scientific ab-
straction methodology - that is, it is necessary to start from the material relations of pro-
duction of a society in order to analyze various other aspects of that society (i.e., politics, 
law, culture, science, etc.) and the mutual relationships between those other aspects.

Third, Social-Economic Formation Theory also holds that the motion and development 
of society is a natural-historical process. That is to say: social development is a process 
that takes place according to objective laws, and not according to human subjective will. 
Therefore, in order to properly understand and effectively solve social problems, it is 
necessary to study deeply the laws of motion and development of society. Lenin once 
emphasized that:

What Marx and Engels called the dialectical method—as against the meta-
physical—is nothing else than the scientific method in sociology, which consists 
in regarding society as a living organism in a state of constant development (and 
not as something mechanically concatenated and therefore permitting all sorts 
of arbitrary combinations of separate social elements), an organism the study of 
which requires an objective analysis of the relations of production that constitute 
the given social formation and an investigation of its laws of functioning and 
development.43

The three rules above, which are rooted in Social-Economic Formation Theory, togeth-
er constitute the Historical Materialist methodology, which is the most general method-
ology in studying society, human history, and human communities.

Annotation 98

The Theory of Social-Economic Formation (also referred to as Social-Economic For-
mation Theory, or simply Social Formation Theory) is so-named because it is a theory 
which describe truths about how human societies (and economies) form and develop 
over time. Social Formation Theory is the core of Historical Materialism as it reflects 
the foundational role of Dialectical Materialist philosophy in Historical Materialism.

DIALECTICAL MATERIALISM
Foundational Philosophy

HISTORICAL MATERIALISM
Dialectical Materialism Applied to the

Analysis of Human Society

SOCIAL FORMATION THEORY
Core Theory of Historical Materialism

Social Formation Theory is the core of Historical Materialism which is the application of 
Dialectical Materialism to the analysis of human society.

Each rule of Historical Materialist methodology is derived from a principle of 
Social-Economic Formation Theory. Each of these principles, in turn, reflects a foun-
dational aspect of the Dialectical Materialist philosophy. In order to ensure that His-
torical Materialist analysis is consistent with the underlying philosophical precepts 
of Dialectical Materialism and the principles of Social Formation Theory, these rules 
must be closely followed.

43	 “What the ‘Friends of the People’ Are and How They Fight the Social-Democrats,” V. I. Lenin, 1894.
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Annotation 98 (continued)

The table below shows the relationships between Dialectical Materialist philosophy, 
the principles of Social Formation Theory, and the rules of the methodology of His-
torical Materialism. Note that each rule of Historical Materialist methodology reflects 
a principle of Social Formation Theory and that each of these principles, in turn, is 
grounded in a foundational aspect of Dialectical Materialist philosophy:

Foundation of Dialectical 
Materialism

Principle of 
Social Formation Theory

Historical Materialist 
Methodology Rule

1. Dialectical 
Materialist conception 
of relationship 
between matter and 
consciousness:

Matter determines 
consciousness.

Material production is the 
basis of social life, the mode 
of production determines 
the level of development 
of society, and therefore, 
material production is also 
the factor which determines 
the development level of 
society and the general 
course of human history

We must strictly avoid 
basing our study of the 
development of human 
society primarily on the 
subjective thoughts, ideas, 
and will of humans. We 
must, instead, focus on the 
development level of social 
production in general and 
the mode of production in 
particular when studying 
the historical development 
of human society.

2. Principle of General 
Relationships:

All things, phenomena, 
and ideas exist in mutual 
relationship with each 
other, regulate each other, 
and transform each other. 
Nothing exists in complete 
isolation.

Society is not a random, 
mechanical combination 
of individuals, but a living 
organism. Aspects of 
society exist in a closely 
unified structural system 
which interact with each 
other. Within this system, 
the relations of production 
play the fundamental role, 
determining other social 
relations.

To accurately explain 
society, it is necessary 
to use the scientific 
abstraction methodology 
- that is, it is necessary to 
start from the material 
relations of production of a 
society in order to analyze 
various other aspects of 
that society.

3. Principle of 
Development:

Development is a process 
that comes from within the 
thing-in-itself; the process 
of solving contradictions 
within things and 
phenomena. Therefore, 
development is inevitable, 
objective, and occurs 
without dependence on 
human will.

The development of 
society is a natural 
historical process of social 
development that takes 
place according to objective 
laws, and not according to 
human subjective will.

In order to properly 
understand and effectively 
solve social problems, it is 
necessary to study deeply 
the laws of motion and 
development of society.
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Annotation 98 (continued)

Following is an explanation of each principle of social formation theory, its basis in 
Dialectical Materialism, and its corresponding rule of Historical Materialism.

Principle 1: Matter determines consciousness in human society.
This principle of Social Formation Theory is rooted in the Dialectical Materialist con-

ception of the relationship between matter and consciousness which holds that matter 
determines consciousness while consciousness can impact back upon matter. Since 
matter determines consciousness, it must follow that social being determines social 
consciousness and that the material base determines the superstructure of society. As 
Marx wrote in his preface to A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy:

The mode of production of material life conditions the general process of social, 
political and intellectual life. It is not the consciousness of men that determines 
their existence, but their social existence that determines their consciousness.

This is the basis of the first rule of Historical Materialist methodology, which states:
We must strictly avoid basing our study of the development of human soci-

ety primarily on the subjective thoughts, ideas and will of humans. We must, 
instead, focus on the development level of social production in general and the 
mode of production in particular when studying the historical development of 
human society.

Principle 2: Society is an “organism” (a closely unified system of relationships).
This principle of Social Formation Theory is rooted in the Principle of General Re-

lations of Dialectical Materialism, which holds that all things, phenomena, and ideas 
exist in mutual relationship with each other, regulate each other, and transform each 
other, and that nothing exists in complete isolation. Human society can therefore be 
understood to be defined by internal and external relationships. In The Economic Con-
tent of Narodism, Lenin explains how human society is thus formed as an “organism” 
of relations:

According to Marx’s theory, each such system of production relations is a 
specific social organism, whose inception, functioning, and transition to a higher 
form, conversion into another social organism, are governed by specific laws.

This is the basis of the second rule of Historical Materialist methodology, which states:
To accurately explain society, it is necessary to use the scientific abstraction 

methodology - that is, it is necessary to start from the material relations of pro-
duction of a society in order to analyze various other aspects of that society.

Principle 3: Society is a natural historical process of social development governed 
by objective laws.

This principle of Social Formation Theory is rooted in the Dialectical Materialist 
Principle of Development, which states:

Development is a process that comes from within the thing-in-itself; the pro-
cess of development is inevitable, objective, and occurs without dependence on 
human will.

As Engels wrote in Dialectics of Nature:
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Annotation 98 (continued)

Motion in the most general sense, conceived as the mode of existence, the 
inherent attribute of matter, comprehends all changes and processes occurring in 
the universe, from mere change of place right up to thinking. . . The whole of na-
ture accessible to us forms a system, an interconnected totality of bodies, and by 
bodies we understand here all material existence extending from stars to atoms, 
indeed right to ether particles, in so far as one grants the existence of the last 
named. In the fact that these bodies are interconnected is already included that 
they react on one another, and it is precisely this mutual reaction that constitutes 
motion.

It therefore follows that human society, like all other things, phenomena, and ideas, 
exists in a constant state of development which stems from objective internal and ex-
ternal relationships. This leads to the principle of social formation which states that:

The motion and development of society is a natural historical process. That 
is to say: social development is a process that takes place according to objective 
laws, and not according to human subjective will.

This is the basis of the third rule of Historical Materialist methodology, which states:
In order to properly understand and effectively solve social problems, it is nec-

essary to study deeply the laws of motion and development of society.

Application of the Methodology of Historical Materialism
Following the rules outlined above constitutes the methodology of Historical Ma-

terialism. In order to properly practice this methodology in the analysis of human 
society, it is critical to thoroughly and deeply understand the principles of Social-Eco-
nomic Formation Theory and their basis in Dialectical Materialist philosophy. When 
we adhere to the rules of Historical Materialism and the principles of Social Formation 
Theory, we can be assured that our analysis of human society can be placed upon a 
scientific basis which aligns with the philosophical worldview and methodology of 
Dialectical Materialism. A solid understanding of Social-Economic Formation Theory 
is also an important prerequisite to the studying and pursuing the program of Scien-
tific Socialism, which serves as the basis for an organized political process of bringing 
about social revolution.

It must be pointed out that the Historical Materialist methodology cannot replace 
more specific methods used in the study of each specific field of society. Lenin once 
taught that: “materialism in history has never claimed to explain everything, but merely 
to indicate the ‘only scientific’ ... method of explaining history.”44

Annotation 99

Dialectical Materialism is a universal philosophy. This means that Dialectical Materi-
alism can be used to study and analyze all things, phenomena, and ideas in existence. 
Historical Materialism is the application of Dialectical Materialist philosophy and 
methodology specifically to the study and analysis of human society. Other scientific 
fields (such as the study of physics, medicine, astronomy, and so on) may be analyzed 
and interpreted through the application of Dialectical Materialist philosophy, but 

44	 “What the ‘Friends of the People’ Are and How They Fight the Social-Democrats,” V. I. Lenin, 1894.
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Annotation 99 (continued)

Historical Materialism is solely focused on the study of the development and existence 
of humanity.

The three principles of Social Formation Theory and the three rules of Historical Ma-
terialist analysis are derived from the universal principles of Dialectical Materialism as 
applied to the specific study of human society and its development and history. Social 
Formation Theory is useful for understanding the objective laws which govern the 
development of humanity and the three rules of Historical Materialist methodology 
are useful in the application of Historical Materialism to specific inquiries into human 
society and its historical development.

Together, Social Formation Theory and the methodology of Historical Materialism 
enable socialists to accurately study and understand all of humanity as well as specific 
groups of human beings within society, both in our modern contemporary times and 
throughout history.
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CHAPTER 5
THE ROLE OF CLASS STRUGGLE AND SOCIAL REVOLUTION IN THE MOTION 

AND DEVELOPMENT OF CLASS SOCIETY

I. CLASS AND THE ROLE OF CLASS STRUGGLE IN THE 
DEVELOPMENT OF CLASS SOCIETY

1. Definition of Class
In A Great Beginning, Lenin gave his definition of class:

Classes are large groups of people differing from each other by the place they 
occupy in a historically determined system of social production, by their relation 
(in most cases fixed and formulated in law) to the means of production, by their 
role in the social organization of labor, and, consequently, by the dimensions of 
the share of social wealth of which they dispose and the mode of acquiring it.

According to the above definition, division of people in a social community into differ-
ent and opposing classes is essentially caused by difference in status of different groups 
within a certain system of social production and opposition between those groups with-
in that system.

These differences in status and oppositions inevitably lead to one class being able to 
“appropriate the labor of another.”45

Thus, Lenin asserted:
Classes are groups of people, one of which can appropriate the labor of another, 

owing to the different places they occupy in a definite system of social economy.

The essence of class division in a society is the division of people in a social communi-
ty into the exploiters and the exploited. The reality of human history over the past few 
millennia has proven that division into opposing classes constitutes exploitation through 
appropriation of labor throughout history: slave owners exploited slaves in ancient his-
tory, landlords exploited serfs in the medieval period, and the bourgeoisie exploits the 
proletariat during our modern times.

History has also proven that the class which holds the means of production within 
society occupies the position of mastery of political power and state power. This class 
[which controls the means of production] will objectively become the dominant class 
of society, and will appropriate the labor of other classes. Through this domination of 
political and state power, this ruling class is able to maintain a relatively stable society in 
the context of class antagonism.

Annotation 100

The state is the social institution which allows a ruling class to exploit and appropri-
ate the labor of oppressed classes through violence and coercion. The state is also the 
social institution that has the greatest impact on the base. By constructing and con-
trolling the state, the ruling class is able to maintain and stabilize its position of domi-
nation over the rest of human society and control of the means of production.

45	  “A Great Beginning,” V. I. Lenin, 1919.



182  Historical Materialism

Annotation 100 (continued)

Throughout history, the only way a ruling class has fallen out of power is through 
the process of social revolution. In the process of social revolution, an emerging pro-
gressive class overtakes the previously ruling class (an act of dialectical negation) and 
ultimately establishes a new state which it controls. Social revolution thus constitutes 
the development a new social-economic formation which has its own class structure.

CAPITALIST CLASSWORKING CLASS

DEVELOPMENT

1

Progressive workers develop class consciousness of the working class.

2

Development of class consciousness eventually leads to social revolution.

WORKING CLASS CAPITALIST CLASS

SOCIAL
REVOLUTION

3

The working class builds a workers’ state and a dictatorship of the proletariat.

WORKING CLASS CAPITALIST CLASS
WORKERS’ STATE

CONTROLS

CONTROLS

4

Once capitalism has been negated completely the state is no longer needed.
A stateless, classless society is established.

WORKING CLASS
WORKERS’ STATE

STATELESS, CLASSLESS SOCIETY

The historic mission of the working class is to end class society through social revolution.

In order for workers to end capitalism, a dictatorship of the proletariat must be 
established through social revolution. This means establishing a worker’s state which 
exists to further the agenda of the working class and to give workers control over the 
means of production.
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Annotation 100 (continued)

Once this process of social revolution is complete and all remnants of the capitalist 
base and superstructure have been negated there will remain only one class: the unit-
ed global proletariat. At this point all the humans of the world will collectively control 
the means of production as a united whole. This will constitute the end of class society 
altogether and there will no longer be any need for a state to exist. As Lenin wrote in 
The State and Revolution:

The state is a “special coercive force”. . . And from it follows that the “spe-
cial coercive force” for the suppression of the proletariat by the bourgeoisie, of 
millions of working people by handfuls of the rich, must be replaced by a “spe-
cial coercive force” for the suppression of the bourgeoisie by the proletariat (the 
dictatorship of the proletariat). This is precisely what is meant by “abolition of 
the state as state." This is precisely the “act” of taking possession of the means of 
production in the name of society.

This is the mission of the working class: to build class consciousness, to enact social 
revolution, to build a workers’ state and dictatorship of the proletariat, and to even-
tually bring about an end to not just capitalism but class society altogether and the 
development of a stateless, classless society. The pursuit of this mission is the principle 
pursuit of Scientific Socialism.

According to this definition, class is not merely a concern of political science alone, 
but also reflects the objective relationships of the political and economic fields of society, 
based on the following characteristics:

•	 Class reflects the objective relationship between the politics and economy 
of a society.

•	 Class also reflects the political-economic relationship between groups of 
human beings in certain historical conditions.

•	 Class shows not just the differences but also the oppositions of human 
groups in terms of politics and economics.

Therefore, the analysis of problems of political structure needs to be associated with 
the analysis of the economic structure of society from a historical point of view.

Annotation 101

In Dialectical Materialism, all things, phenomena, and ideas are defined in terms of 
internal and external relationships. Class, therefore, is defined by various internal and 
external relationships. The three primary relationships which define class include:

The Relationship Between Politics and Economy of a Society
Politics encompass aspects of society’s superstructure related to control over and 

benefit from the state. Economics include processes and phenomena which are con-
cerned with securing, providing, and distributing the material needs of life in human 
society. Class and class society emerge from a dialectical relationship between politics 
and economy in human society. Historically, whenever one group of human beings 
came to exploit the labor of others, class society began. The state and political con-
sciousness arose from the objective need to stabilize society and to secure the position 
of ruling classes over oppressed classes through violence and coercion.
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Annotation 101 (continued)

CAPITALIST CLASSWORKING CLASS THE STATE

MEANS OF PRODUCTION

POLITICAL
STRUGGLE

CAPITALIST CLASSWORKING CLASS

MEANS OF PRODUCTION

OPERATE OWN

MATERIAL NEEDS OF SOCIETY

POLITICS ECONOMICS

POLITICAL ECONOMY
In class society, politics and economy exist in dialectical unity. Economy encompasses the 

material production process while politics encompasses class struggle.

Political-Economic Relationships Between Groups of Human Beings
The most important relationships between groups of human beings within class 

society have to do with the means of production. Such political-economic relationships 
include:

•	 The relationship which a group of human beings has with the means of produc-
tion. Some classes own the means of production while other groups labor and 
operate the means of production.

•	 The relationship which one group of human beings has with another group as it 
pertains to means of production. Within a class society, some groups of human 
beings appropriate the labor of other groups of human beings and force them to 
operate the means of production while withholding ownership and control over 
the means of production.

Under feudalism, some classes (monarchs, feudal lords, religious clergy, etc.) owned 
land. At this time, land was the most important means of production. These feudal 
landlords forced peasants to work on the land. This was the primary political-eco-
nomic relationship of the feudal era. Under capitalism, the primary political-economic 
relationship is between the capitalist class and the working class. Capitalists own the 
means of production while workers must operate the means of production in order 
to survive. Capitalists profit from this relationship and enforce these class relations 
through the control of the state.

Oppositional Relationships Between Groups of Human Beings
Liberal and metaphysical interpretations of class might define classes based on 

different charactersitics such as levels of income, wealth, and so on. Historical Materi-
alism, as an application of Dialectical Materialism, demands that we define econom-
ic classes of human beings by identifying the dialectical contradictions which exist 
between them. In class society, different classes compete, struggle, and oppose each 
other to benefit from the means of production. This process of contradiction and devel-
opment leads, over time, to processes of negation whereby new classes develop and 
overtake old classes. We call this contradiction and opposition between classes class 
struggle.
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Historical Perspective of Politics and Economics
Dialectical Materialism demands that we seek a comprehensive and historical per-

spective in the analysis of all things, phenomena, and ideas. In the analysis of class 
society, this means understanding the political oppositions which exist between all 
classes within a society as well as the development which led to those conditions. For 
example, in order to understand the political structure of capitalism one must under-
stand feudalism which preceded it. One must understand not just the nature of the 
capitalist-controlled state of modern society, but also the manner in which the bour-
geois state emerged from feudal society. The more deeply we understand the political 
relationships and the class struggle which underlies political struggle, the more accu-
rate our understanding will be and the more effective our activities which are based 
upon this understanding.

In order to correctly analyze and solve problems of the political structure of society, it 
is necessary to not only master the concept of class from the Marxist-Leninist viewpoint, 
but also to master the concept of social stratification. The concept of social stratification 
refers to grouping people within the same class according to their specific status and dif-
ferences in that class such as: blue collar workers, white collar workers, expert workers, 
etc. On the other hand, this concept is also used to refer to groups of people outside the 
class structure in a certain society such as: civil servants, intellectuals, small farmers, etc. 
These social strata all have different relationships with different classes in society.

Annotation 102

Each class within every class society is defined by internal and external relation-
ships. This means that no class is monolithic or homogenous. Rather, every class is 
defined by internal relationships between internal strata of that class. Here, a stratum 
simply refers to a defined group within a class which has a certain stable form. Strata 
are primarily defined by relationships within a class, between classes, and with the 
means of production. For instance, in feudal society, there were different strata of 
peasants:

Some peasants owned their own small holdings of land. This was a different stratum 
from the majority of peasants who worked land which belonged to a feudal lord, but 
they were all essentially part of the same class. Under capitalism, workers can be fur-
ther divided into various strata depending on their specific relations to the means of 
production. For instance, blue collar factory workers who work on a factory assembly 
line are a different stratum from the white collar engineers who design the factory ma-
chines and systems. Both groups are part of the same class—the proletariat—because 
both sell their labor to capitalists for wages. However, one stratum (the blue collar 
workers) directly operate the means of production, generally require less education, 
are typically paid less, etc.

There are other ways to examine and classify strata within a class depending on the 
point of view of analysis and which relationships are being examined. For example, in 
some cultures and nations relationships having to do with ethnicity, race, language, 
caste, or other such factors may play important or defining roles in understanding and 
distinguishing stratification of classes.
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It is common for tension and conflict to exist between different strata of the working 
class and this must be understood in analyzing class conflict and class society. This can 
be leveraged in class struggle. For instance, capitalists in our current society common-
ly set different strata of the working class against each other to weaken and divide the 
proletariat.

Stratification can also be defined by how members of a class relate specifically to 
the means of production. One example is the stratification which Karl Marx, Friedrich 
Engels, and Vladimir Lenin described which exists between intellectual laborers and 
manual laborers.

Intellectuals are human beings who perform labor in the realm of human and social 
consciousness. Any human being who works to develop, disseminate, and interpret 
ideas can, therefore, be considered an intellectual. Intellectuals can serve a wide vari-
ety of roles in human society, including: writers, artists, journalists, teachers, medical 
physicians, lawyers, and so on.

Ideologists are a specific type of intellectual who performs a political role in society. 
These are intellectuals who specifically work to develop and disseminate the ideology 
of a particular political party or movement which serves a particular economic class. 
Ideology is discussed more on p. 112.

Intellectual Laborers are workers who are exploited for profit by capitalists and earn 
wages by laboring primarily through mental activity. This distinguishes them from 
most other laborers who work by directly operating the means of production.

Intellectuals and Class Structure
Intellectuals can belong to any economic class. In our current capitalist society there 

are intellectuals in the working class, the capitalist class, and in the petty bourgeoisie. 
If a worker receives wages for performing intellectual labor, they are considered to be 
intellectual laborers. Many intellectuals do not get paid for their intellectual labor. For 
instance, a factory line worker might run a blog or produce short films as a hobby or 
side project. In this case, the factory worker would be an intellectual, but not an intel-
lectual laborer.

Intellectuals may also serve the class interests of a different class than the one they 
occupy. As an example, Friedrich Engels was a member of the bourgeoisie because his 
family owned many factories and business operations throughout Europe. Howev-
er, Engels worked as an intellectual for the working class, making him a proletarian 
ideologist despite being a capitalist. Likewise, there are many workers who perform 
intellectual labor to serve the agenda for the bourgeoisie.

Some of these bourgeois ideologists perform their labor for wages and are exploited 
by capitalists. For example, journalists who write articles to further the agenda of the 
capitalist class in exchange for wages are simultaneously intellectual laborers (because 
they are exploited as wage laborers) and bourgeois ideologists (because they devel-
op political ideology for the capitalist class). This makes the analysis of intellectuals, 
ideology, and the human beings who perform intellectual labor quite complex. In the 
West this complexity has led to much confusion over “intellectuals,” “ideologues,” 
“intelligentsia,” etc., and their roles in class society. This confusion tends to be related 
to two factors: semantics and class structure analysis.
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Common Misunderstandings about Intellectuals in Class Society
Semantics is a philosophical field of inquiry that pertains to meaning and language. 

Semantics can lead to confusion and disagreement when different people have strong 
preferences about different definitions of words. This is especially problematic in 
metaphysical philosophy, which seeks to categorize all human knowledge into dis-
crete, static, unchanging, specific categories.

Metaphysical semantics generally seek to assign a very specific definition to every 
individual word. These metaphysical definitions are based on categorization and 
characteristics. Thus, in a metaphysical philosophical analysis, the word “intellectual” 
might only have one specific definition which is rooted in a set of criteria and where 
“intellectuals” would fit into metaphysical categorization. Dialectical Materialist 
semantics differ from metaphysical semantics in a key way: in Dialectical Materialist 
analysis, words are discussed and defined based on internal and external relationships. 
This means that Dialectical Materialist analysis demands that language be considered 
not just in relation to other words, but also in relation to various other factors, such as:

•	 The human beings who use the language. Different people might use the same 
words differently in different contexts. For example: the way a computer pro-
grammer uses the word “virus” in daily speech might be different than how a 
medical doctor uses the same word.

•	 The real-world phenomena that are being described. As the phenomena 
change in the real world, the language itself might also change, or the meaning 
of the same word might change. For example: the word “drive” used in a mod-
ern context is usually associated with the operation of automobiles, but this was 
not the case before the invention and widespread use of automobiles.

In Dialectical Materialist analysis it is important to avoid problems of metaphysical 
semantics which can lead to unnecessary confusion or even intentional obfuscation 
and deception when used in bad faith. This has especially been a problem with the use 
of language surrounding “intellectuals,” “intelligentsia,” “ideologues,” and so on in 
bourgeois philosophical and political analysis, as well as words such as “class.”

For instance, when Lenin refers to an “intellectual class,” he is clearly using the 
word “class” in the sense of “category.” The word “class,” as used here, does not 
exclusively refer to “economic class” as it pertains to the class structure of the mate-
rial base of a political economy. This is evident because economic class is defined by 
relations between economic classes and relations with the means of production. The 
fact that intellectual labor can serve both a political function and an economic function 
makes the analysis of intellectuals and their relationships to class society confusing, es-
pecially when muddled by metaphysical analysis. This confusion can be easily cleared 
up by looking at the underlying relationships which define and develop intellectuals 
and intellectual labor:

Intellectual labor may (or may not) define someone as a working class member of 
the proletariat. Whether or not an intellectual would be considered a worker or not 
depends on their relations to means of production (i.e., whether or not they own their 
own essential means of production) and whether or not they are wage workers who 
are exploited by capitalists for profits.
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Marx, Engels, and Lenin all wrote of “intellectual labor” and an “intellectual pro-
letariat,” which refers to workers who primarily work with their minds and do not 
directly interface with the essential means of production in their labor. These workers 
are still part of the working class; they are just a different stratum of the working class 
and serve a different role in the functioning of capitalism.

Thus, it can be understood that some workers are “intellectual workers,” some 
members of the capitalist class (such as Engels) can be “political intellectuals” who 
intellectually serve the working class, and so on. This can be easily understood when 
the underlying relationships which these words represent are properly understood.

Whether a human being should be considered an “intellectual” and how the status 
of “intellectual” relates to political economy and class structure, must be explored 
through proper Dialectical Materialist analysis which considers all things, phenomena, 
and ideas as constantly changing and as defined by the internal and external relation-
ships which lead to those changes.

Metaphysical semantics have been used to distort what Marx, Engels, Lenin, and 
other Dialectical Materialist philosophers have meant by “intellectual,” “intellectual 
class,” etc. These distortions and misunderstandings are easy to clear up with proper 
Dialectical Materialist analysis and proper application of Materialist Dialectics and 
Historical Materialist principles.

Further Clarification of the Role of Intellectuals from Marx, Engels, and Lenin
In a letter to the International Socialist Students Congress written in 1893, Engles 

explained the importance of an “intellectual proletariat:”
May your efforts succeed in developing among students the awareness that it 

is from their ranks that there must emerge intellectual proletariat which will be 
called on to play a considerable part in the approaching revolution alongside and 
among their brothers, the manual workers.

The bourgeois revolutions of the past asked nothing of the universities but 
lawyers, as the best raw material for their politicians; the emancipation of the 
working class needs, in addition, doctors, engineers, chemists, agronomists and 
other experts; for we are faced with taking over the running not only of the po-
litical machine but of all social production, and in that case what will be needed is 
not fine words but well-grounded knowledge.

Here, it is clear that Engels interprets the “intellectual proletariat” as workers who 
perform intellectual labor. In The German Ideology, Karl Marx also explicitly defined 
“mental labor” and “manual labor” as two strata of the working class which are inten-
tionally divided and set against each other by the ruling class:

The division of labour, which we already saw above as one of the chief forc-
es of history up till now, manifests itself also in the ruling class as the division 
of mental and material labour, so that inside this class one part appears as the 
thinkers of the class (its active, conceptive ideologists, who make the perfecting 
of the illusion of the class about itself their chief source of livelihood), while the 
others’ attitude to these ideas and illusions is more passive and receptive, because 
they are in reality the active members of this class and have less time to make 
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up illusions and ideas about themselves. Within this class this cleavage can even 
develop into a certain opposition and hostility between the two parts, which, 
however, in the case of a practical collision, in which the class itself is endan-
gered, automatically comes to nothing, in which case there also vanishes the 
semblance that the ruling ideas were not the ideas of the ruling class and had a 
power distinct from the power of this class. The existence of revolutionary ideas 
in a particular period presupposes the existence of a revolutionary class; about 
the premises for the latter sufficient has already been said above.

In One Step Forward, Two Steps Back, Lenin further discussed the divide between 
intellectuals and manual laborers, using slightly different language:

The problem that again interests us so keenly today is the antagonism between 
the intelligentsia and the proletariat. My colleagues (Kautsky is himself an in-
tellectual, a writer and editor) will mostly be indignant that I admit this antago-
nism. But it actually exists, and, as in other cases, it would be the most inexpedi-
ent tactics to try to overcome the fact by denying it. This antagonism is a social 
one, it relates to classes, not to individuals. The individual intellectual, like the 
individual capitalist, may identify himself with the proletariat in its class strug-
gle. When he does, he changes his character too. It is not this type of intellectual, 
who is still an exception among his class, that we shall mainly speak of in what 
follows. Unless otherwise stated, I shall use the word intellectual to mean only 
the common run of intellectual who takes the stand of bourgeois society, and 
who is characteristic of the intelligentsia as a class. This class stands in a certain 
antagonism to the proletariat.

Reading this paragraph alone, it may be interpreted to mean that Lenin is defining 
an “intellectual class” in the economic sense, which would make intellectual work-
ers a completely different part of the class structure of capitalism, separate from the 
working class. However, Lenin immediately specifies that he is talking about political 
contradiction, not economic contradiction of class structure:

This antagonism differs, however, from the antagonism between labour and 
capital. The intellectual is not a capitalist. True, his standard of life is bourgeois, 
and he must maintain it if he is not to become a pauper; but at the same time he 
is compelled to sell the product of his labour, and often his labour-power, and is 
himself often enough exploited and humiliated by the capitalist. Hence the in-
tellectual does not stand in any economic antagonism to the proletariat. But his 
status of life and his conditions of labour are not proletarian, and this gives rise 
to a certain antagonism in sentiments and ideas.

In other words, Lenin is pointing out superstructural contradiction and characteris-
tics which cause intellectual laborers to have a general tendency of antagonism with 
the working class. In other words, Lenin is attempting to explain why intellectuals (of 
all classes within the capitalist political economy) have a strong tendency to serve the 
agenda of the ruling class, and how this tendency tends to lead to conflict and antago-
nism between intellectuals and the majority of the working class.

Lenin did not dismiss Marx and Engles in their conception of intellectual laborers 
and an intellectual proletariat. On the contrary, he was further developing these ideas 
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and attempting to further explain the complexity of class relations and divisions which 
exist between different strata of the working class which Marx had previously identi-
fied in The German Ideology.

In Lenin’s explanation, intellectual laborers are a special stratum of the working 
class which have unique properties. Namely: intellectual workers do not have a direct 
relationship with the means of production like manual laborers (such as, for example, 
factory workers). Instead, they tend to occupy an intermediating role between the rul-
ing class and the vast majority of workers. This means that intellectuals have a tenden-
cy to side with whichever class will give them the most benefits, and this leads to an 
overwhelming tendency to intellectuals supporting the ruling class.

This is not always the case, of course. Lenin himself was an intellectual but he served 
the proletariat class with his intellectual labor. This means that Lenin’s intellectual 
had, to use his own words, a proletarian characteristic. To put it another way, Lenin 
was a proletarian ideologist because he developed and furthered the ideology of the 
proletariat as a revolutionary class. Lenin, Marx, and Engels all identified the tenden-
cy for division between intellectual laborers and manual laborers within the working 
class. There are many causes of this division:

•	 As stated, intellectuals tend to receive many benefits from serving the interests 
of the bourgeoisie. On the other hand, openly supporting proletarian revolution 
can lead to significant economic hardship and many other difficulties for intel-
lectuals.

•	 In capitalist society, intellectuals tend to receive their education from institu-
tions which are funded, controlled, and owned by the ruling class.

•	 Likewise, in capitalist society, intellectual institutions such as media outlets, 
social media platforms, and information sources also tend to be owned and 
controlled by the ruling class, meaning that most ideas which intellectuals are 
exposed to on a daily basis will tend to be ideas that serve the interests of the 
ruling class.

Despite these difficulties, there have been many examples of intellectuals who have 
risen above this tendency. It is important to properly understand the role and nature 
of intellectuals. This is because the primary prerequisite for social revolution which 
will lead to the end of class society is the development of class consciousness, as dis-
cussed in Annotation 67, p. 115. This means that proletarian ideologists must develop 
an effective revolutionary proletarian class ideology and to popularize this proletarian 
ideology among the working class.

Some of these ideologists might be capitalists, like Friedrich Engels. Others might 
be intellectual workers, like Vo Nguyen Giap, the great general and political leader of 
Vietnam who was a school teacher. Many others will be proletarian ideologists who 
begin as manual laborers, such as Ton Duc Thang, the leader of Vietnam’s first union 
who went on to become an important ideologist and political leader in Vietnam’s revo-
lution. Others, like Ho Chi Minh, may develop and change over time. Ho Chi Minh 
began as a dishwasher and sailor, then became a journalist and writer, and went on to 
become the ideological leader of Vietnam’s entire revolutionary movement.
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In the development of social revolution, revolutionary intellectuals must rise above 
the tendency of antagonism between working class intellectuals and working class 
material production laborers just as they must undo all other tensions and fractures 
which divide the working class. Solidification of the proletariat into a class-conscious 
revolutionary movement can social revolution lead to an end of capitalism and class 
society.

2. Origin of class
The discovery of class, class antagonism, and class struggle were not a new discovery 

of Marxism-Leninism. However, one of the new and fundamental findings of Marx-
ism-Leninism was that class, class antagonism, and class struggle are neither the nature 
of humanity, nor a predestined law, but only a historical phenomenon. Marx asserted 
that “the existence of classes is only bound up with particular historical phases in the 
development of production.”

The direct origin of class division in society is the birth and existence of the private 
ownership of the means of production, and especially private ownership of the primary 
means of production in society.

Thus, private ownership of the means of production leads to the possibility that one 
group may appropriate surplus labor from another.

However, private ownership of the means of production alone is not sufficient to give 
rise to the separation into classes within society. Another prerequisite is that productive 
forces be developed to such an extent that labor productivity increases, which gives 
rise to the development of surplus labor time, which manifests as excess wealth within 
society.

Annotation 103

There have existed in the past (and even exist today) various human societies which 
are not class societies. In these societies the means of production are held in common 
and human beings are not divided up into different classes. This shows that class soci-
ety is not a fixed characteristic of “human nature.”

By studying the development of human society with a comprehensive and historical 
perspective, Marx and Engels discovered that class society emerged from material and 
objective processes related to the development of productive forces and corresponding 
relations of production.

Class society emerged as productive forces reached a level where private ownership 
of the primary means of production became the most suitable relations of production. 
The primary means of production are the means of production which are most vital 
for producing the material necessities of human life. Precisely what constitutes the 
primary means of production changes as productive forces develop. For example, in 
feudal times the land was the primary means of production. Today the primary means 
of production include not just land but factories, machinery, and other components of 
modern industrial infrastructure.

Class society emerged from the development of surplus labor-time. Marx defines 
surplus labor-time in Capital as the time which a worker spends laboring after pro-
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ducing enough labor-value to account for their own reproduction.46 To put it another 
way, surplus labor-time is all the time a worker works in excess of the value of that 
worker’s wages.

Surplus labor-time is the source of profit which allows a member of the ruling class 
to benefit in an exploitative manner from the labor of the oppressed working class. 
Surplus labor-time generates surplus value, and surplus value generates profits for the 
ruling class which owns the means of production.

Marx explained in Capital that surplus labor is what distinguishes one mode of pro-
duction from another in the development of human society:

The essential difference between the various economic forms of society – be-
tween, for instance, a society based on slave-labor, and one based on wage-labor, 
lies only in the mode in which this surplus labor is in each case extracted from 
the actual producer, the laborer.

This means that over time, as productive forces develop, their suitability with the 
current relations of production decrease more and more. This means that eventually, 
once the unsuitability reaches a certain threshold, that mode of production will end 
and another will take its place.

In the capitalist era, the productive forces continuously become increasingly unsuit-
able to the relations of production of capitalism. Eventually this will lead to social rev-
olution whereby the working class will take control of society and unseat the capitalist 
class as the ruling class of society. This will, in effect, end the private ownership of the 
means of production and class society altogether. The only alternative to this outcome, 
as stated by Marx and Engels in The Communist Manifesto, is “collective ruin:”

Freeman and slave, patrician and plebeian, lord and serf, guild-master and 
journeyman, in a word, oppressor and oppressed, stood in constant opposition 
to one another, carried on an uninterrupted, now hidden, now open fight, a fight 
that each time ended, either in a revolutionary reconstitution of society at large, 
or in the common ruin of the contending classes.

Furthermore, private ownership of the means of production is not subject to human 
subjective will, but rather to an objective law - The Law of Suitability Between Relations 
of Production and Productive Forces. Therefore, the root origin of class division is an 
insufficiency of socialization of the productive forces. 

When the productive forces reach a high level of socialization, it will become the objec-
tive cause of the abolition of private ownership of the means of production and will thus 
lead to the end of class, class antagonism, and class struggle in society. This constitutes 
a practical matter of socialism, especially as it pertains to the mission of building the 
future communist society.

46	 Marx used the term “reproduction” to refer to processes which allow someone or something to main-
tain their own existence. In this case, capitalists seek to provide workers with only the bare minimum 
in wages that would allow the worker to survive and continue working for the capitalist. Workers 
simultaneously struggle for better benefits from the means of production. This is the basis of political 
class struggle under capitalism.
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In Socialism: Utopian and Scientific, Engels descibes how the operation of the produc-
tive forces has become a socialized process under capitalism:

Before capitalist production — i.e., in the Middle Ages — the system of petty 
industry obtained generally, based upon the private property of the laborers in 
their means of production; in the country, the agriculture of the small peasant, 
freeman, or serf; in the towns, the handicrafts organized in guilds. The instru-
ments of labor — land, agricultural implements, the workshop, the tool — were 
the instruments of labor of single individuals, adapted for the use of one worker, 
and, therefore, of necessity, small, dwarfish, circumscribed. But, for this very 
reason, they belonged as a rule to the producer himself.

In other words, previous modes of production which existed in class societies before 
capitalism had much lower development of productive forces. The means of produc-
tion were limited and undeveloped so that the workers who used them tended to own 
and use them as individuals. This meant that the operation of the productive forces 
were far more individualized in those preceding societies and the socialization of pro-
duction was quite limited.

Engels described how the development of capitalism and the development of pro-
ductive forces led to the socialization of productive forces, meaning that the means of 
production began to require increasingly concentrated and collectivized operation and 
use. As industrial processes, factories, complex machinery, and other developments 
in the productive forces developed, it became impossible for individuals to own and 
operate individualized means of production.

In order to be competitive in a society which was becoming increasingly dominated 
by the capitalist mode of production, it became necessary for many human beings to 
work together to operate the means of production. Simultaneously, these more social-
ized and collectivized means of production came to be owned privately by a smaller 
and smaller number of capitalists. As Engels writes:

To concentrate these scattered, limited means of production, to enlarge them, 
to turn them into the powerful levers of production of the present day—this 
was precisely the historic role of capitalist production and of its upholder, the 
bourgeoisie. In the fourth section of Capital, Marx has explained in detail how 
since the 15th century this has been historically worked out through the three 
phases of simple co-operation, manufacture, and modern industry. But the 
bourgeoisie, as is shown there, could not transform these puny means of pro-
duction into mighty productive forces without transforming them, at the same 
time, from means of production of the individual into social means of production 
only workable by a collectivity of men. The spinning wheel, the handloom, the 
blacksmith’s hammer, were replaced by the spinning-machine, the power-loom, 
the steam-hammer; the individual workshop, by the factory implying the co-op-
eration of hundreds and thousands of workmen. In like manner, production itself 
changed from a series of individual into a series of social acts, and the production 
from individual to social products. The yarn, the cloth, the metal articles that 
now come out of the factory were the joint product of many workers, through 
whose hands they had successively to pass before they were ready. No one per-
son could say of them: “I made that; this is my product.”
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Engels further elaborates that socialized productive forces and the capitalist mode 
of production gradually and steadily developed well beyond the productive forces of 
feudal society and individualized productive forces. This meant that the older feudal 
mode of production could not hope to compete with the newly emerging capitalist 
mode of production, which produced material necessities and other goods far more 
efficiently. He states:

In the midst of the old division of labor, grown up spontaneously and upon 
no definite plan, which had governed the whole of society, now arose division of 
labor upon a definite plan, as organized in the factory; side by side with individ-
ual production appeared social production. The products of both were sold in the 
same market, and, therefore, at prices at least approximately equal. But organi-
zation upon a definite plan was stronger than spontaneous division of labor. The 
factories working with the combined social forces of a collectivity of individuals 
produced their commodities far more cheaply than the individual small produc-
ers. Individual producers succumbed in one department after another. Socialized 
production revolutionized all the old methods of production.

Engels also highlights that, although the means of production came to be used by 
workers on a socialized basis, the means of production continued to be owned pri-
vately by certain individuals: the emerging capitalist class. This was the basis for the 
development of the two primary classes of capitalism: the bourgeoisie, who own the 
means of production, and the proletariat, who operate the means of production.

As Engels explains:
Then came the concentration of the means of production and of the producers 

in large workshops and manufactories, their transformation into actual socialized 
means of production and socialized producers. But the socialized producers and 
means of production and their products were still treated, after this change, just 
as they had been before — i.e., as the means of production and the products of 
individuals. Hitherto, the owner of the instruments of labor had himself appro-
priated the product, because, as a rule, it was his own product and the assistance 
of others was the exception. Now, the owner of the instruments of labor always 
appropriated to himself the product, although it was no longer his product but 
exclusively the product of the labor of others. Thus, the products now produced 
socially were not appropriated by those who had actually set in motion the 
means of production and actually produced the commodities, but by the capi-
talists. The means of production, and production itself, had become in essence 
socialized. But they were subjected to a form of appropriation which presupposes 
the private production of individuals, under which, therefore, every one owns his 
own product and brings it to market. The mode of production is subjected to this 
form of appropriation, although it abolishes the conditions upon which the latter 
rests.

Engels identifies a dialectical contradiction between the proletariat and the bour-
geoisie, arising from the fact that the operation of the means of production has become 
socialized while the ownership of the means of production remains individualized. 
This contradiction means that the productive forces of capitalist society are unsuitable 
with capitalist relations of production. He writes:
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This contradiction, which gives to the new mode of production its capitalistic 
character, contains the germ of the whole of the social antagonisms of today. The 
greater the mastery obtained by the new mode of production over all important 
fields of production and in all manufacturing countries, the more it reduced indi-
vidual production to an insignificant residuum, the more clearly was brought out 
the incompatibility of socialized production with capitalistic appropriation.

The development of the capitalist mode of production eventually overtook and ne-
gated the feudal mode of production. However, the contradiction and unsuitability be-
tween the socialized productive forces and the individualized ownership of the means 
of production has led to inherent instability and class struggle within capitalist society.

Engels describes this transformation:
The first capitalists found, as we have said, alongside of other forms of labor, 

wage-labor ready-made for them on the market. But it was exceptional, com-
plementary, accessory, transitory wage-labor. The agricultural laborer, though, 
upon occasion, he hired himself out by the day, had a few acres of his own land 
on which he could at all events live at a pinch. The guilds were so organized that 
the journeyman of today became the master of tomorrow. But all this changed, 
as soon as the means of production became socialized and concentrated in the 
hands of capitalists. The means of production, as well as the product, of the 
individual producer became more and more worthless; there was nothing left 
for him but to turn wage-worker under the capitalist. Wage-labor, aforetime the 
exception and accessory, now became the rule and basis of all production; afore-
time complementary, it now became the sole remaining function of the worker. 
The wage-worker for a time became a wage-worker for life. The number of these 
permanent was further enormously increased by the breaking-up of the feudal 
system that occurred at the same time, by the disbanding of the retainers of the 
feudal lords, the eviction of the peasants from their homesteads, etc. The sepa-
ration was made complete between the means of production concentrated in the 
hands of the capitalists, on the one side, and the producers, possessing nothing 
but their labor-power, on the other. The contradiction between socialized produc-
tion and capitalistic appropriation manifested itself as the antagonism of prole-
tariat and bourgeoisie.

CAPITALIST CLASSWORKING CLASS
MEANS OF

PRODUCTION

CAPITALIST RELATIONS OF PRODUCTION

SOCIALLY
OPERATED

PRIVATELY
OWNED

Under capitalism, the means of production are socially operated by the working class yet 
privately owned by the capitalist class. This is a core internal contradiction of capitalism.
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Annotation 104 (continued)

Finally, Engels summarizes the inevitable solution to this contradiction: socialized 
ownership of the means of production, which can only be accomplished through pro-
letarian social revolution. He describes such a social revolution as the “solution of the 
contradictions,” concluding:

Proletarian Revolution — Solution of the contradictions. The proletariat seizes 
the public power, and by means of this transforms the socialized means of pro-
duction, slipping from the hands of the bourgeoisie, into public property. By this 
act, the proletariat frees the means of production from the character of capital 
they have thus far borne, and gives their socialized character complete freedom 
to work itself out. Socialized production upon a predetermined plan becomes 
henceforth possible. The development of production makes the existence of dif-
ferent classes of society thenceforth an anachronism. In proportion as anarchy in 
social production vanishes, the political authority of the State dies out. Man, at 
last the master of his own form of social organization, becomes at the same time 
the lord over Nature, his own master — free. To accomplish this act of universal 
emancipation is the historical mission of the modern proletariat. To thorough-
ly comprehend the historical conditions and thus the very nature of this act, to 
impart to the now oppressed proletarian class a full knowledge of the conditions 
and of the meaning of the momentous act it is called upon to accomplish, this 
is the task of the theoretical expression of the proletarian movement, Scientific 
Socialism.

The formation and development of class in history can take place with different forms 
and different levels in different social communities, and depend on the specific impact of 
objective and subjective factors on the motion and development process of each human 
community.

Annotation 105

Every human society has its own unique objective material conditions as well as 
subjective conditions. Therefore, every society develops in different ways. For this 
reason, every society will develop differently (even two societies that share the same 
relations of production).

For example, one capitalist nation will develop differently than another capitalist na-
tion. Even within a capitalist nation, one city might develop differently from another. 
No two human groups will ever develop in exactly the same way. Development will 
happen at different rates, with different phenomena and characteristics.

In the book Study of the Capitalist Class of Vietnam Under French Occupation, historian 
Nguyen Cong Binh wrote:

The capitalist class of Vietnam could only really exist once there was a big 
enough group of people that had their own economic status, and they started 
having contradictions with other economic groups that kept them from further 
developing. Once that contradiction began, capitalists developed class conscious-
ness to defend and fight for the benefit of their own class.
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Annotation 105 (continued)

For this reason, the capitalist class of Vietnam had its own process of devel-
opment. The capitalist class started as a small group of traders and craftsmen in 
urban areas that produced simple commodities. Once capitalists had developed 
factories in Vietnam, they began exploiting wage workers. Labor, then, became a 
commodity. The exploitation of the surplus value of workers became widespread. 
Commodity and monetary economies overcome the farming economy and with 
this development the capitalists had become fully developed as a class.

. . . By the end of 19th century and beginning of the early 20th century, new 
political and social conditions began to arise. French colonialists invaded and 
colonized Vietnam. The international capitalist economy – and predominantly 
the French capitalist economy – arrived in Vietnam and began to dramatically 
change the economy. The small and simple commodity economy of Vietnam sud-
denly and drastically developed. Over time, the people who had been exploited 
by the class of feudal lords came to be exploited, instead, by the French colonial 
capitalist class. These conditions stimulated the rapid development of capitalism 
in Vietnam.

In the early days of colonialism until late 19th century, the business of French 
capitalists in Vietnam was mostly limited to trading and financial lending. The 
result of this was the emergence of Vietnamese traders, and these traders were 
the seeds of capitalism in Vietnam. The French government at that time had 
a policy of monopoly control of foreign trade. Therefore, there existed some 
Vietnamese small capitalists who traded with French capitalists. This led to the 
formation of small businesses such as Quang Hung Domestic Trading Company 
in Hanoi.

. . . When France joined World War I, a need arose for a huge supply of re-
sources from the colonies to aid the war effort. Vietnam was one of the most 
heavily affected colonies. This resulted the monopoly policy of French capitalists 
on foreign trade to be weakened… At that time, French government of Vietnam 
had reformed the economy to mobilize nearly all the resources of Vietnam to 
be delivered to France… Vietnam’s economy depended tremendously on the 
French economy, and because of the war, France was unable to invest in Vietnam 
as much as before… Some Vietnamese capitalists took this as an opportunity 
to open their own factories in industries such as weaving, oil production, and 
leather goods… to domestically manufacture products which Vietnam could no 
longer import. An increasing number of capitalists began using their own money 
to build factories…

Thus, we can see that colonialism and other factors had a major impact on the 
development of capitalism in Vietnam. Although the relations of production 
under capitalism in Vietnam were based on the same contradiction of capitalists 
exploiting wage workers, the capitalist class rose to prominence through much 
different circumstances in Vietnam than they did in most European countries. 
Likewise, the existence of colonial holdings such as Vietnam impacted the way 
capitalism developed in France. This is the case in every human community: class 
society develops differently based on material conditions, subjective conditions, 
and many other factors.
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However, it is possible to generalize the process of class formation and development 
in human communities in history into two basic forms, namely:

•	 Class formation and development which takes place mainly with the in-
fluence of violent factors to separate out commodity producers within the 
social community.

•	 Class formation and development which uses economic relations to sepa-
rate out commodity producers within the social community.

In addition, in historic reality, there are societies impacted simultaneously by both 
factors.

Annotation 106

The Vietnamese textbook Philosophy of Marxism-Leninism explains that:
Class societies are replaced through processes of contradiction and negation 

throughout history. Every stage of development of class society has its own class 
structure. Each class structure includes two primary opposing classes. In the 
ancient slave society, for example, the two primary classes were those who were 
enslaved and those who were the owners of slaves. [Under feudalism, the pri-
mary classes were peasants and feudal landlords.] Under capitalism, the primary 
classes are capitalists and workers. The two primary classes of each society are 
the true products of that society. Simultaneously, they are the classes that deter-
mine the existence and the development of the productive forces of that society. 
The ruling class is the class that represents the essence of that society.

The “primary classes” are defined by their relations to the means of production. 
Specifically, within class society, the primary classes include the class which owns 
the means of production and the class which labors to operate the primary means of 
production. The primary means of production are the means of production which 
produce the most vital necessities of life.

Economic Classes of Feudalism
Primary Ruling Class Primary Laboring Class Other Classes

Feudal Landlords Peasants Clergy, Merchants, Craft 
Guildsmen, etc.

The feudal landlords were considered a primary class under feudalism because they 
owned the land, which was the primary means of production in the feudal agrarian 
society. The peasants were considered a primary class under feudalism because they 
worked the land to produce the vital material needs of society which were needed to 
sustain human life.

Economic Classes of Capitalism
Primary Ruling Class Primary Laboring Class Other Classes

Bourgeoisie Proletariat Petty Bourgeois, 
Lumpenproletariat

Capitalists are considered a primary class under capitalism because they own the 
means of production of material needs of society (factories, farms, etc.). Workers are 
considered a primary class because they operate those means of production.



199The Role of Class Struggle and Social Revolution

Annotation 106 (continued)

Every class is defined by its relations to other classes and to the means of produc-
tion. Take, for example, the primary relations of production of feudal society:

PRIMARY MEANS OF PRODUCTION:
LAND

PRIMARY RULING CLASS:
FEUDAL LORDS

PRIMARY LABORING CLASS:
PEASANTS

OWNS WORKS

Relations between primary classes and primary means of production under feudalism.

•	 One primary class, the feudal lords, is defined by its relationship with the 
means of production (the land) and the other primary class (the peasants). The 
feudal lords own the land and force peasants to labor on the land.

•	 The other primary class, the peasants, is defined by its relationship with the 
means of production (the land) and the other primary class (the feudal lords). 
The peasants labor on the land for the profit and benefit of the feudal lords.

•	 The means of production – primarily, land – are owned by the feudal lords and 
labored upon by the feudal lords.

Together, these relationships define the relations of production of feudal society.
Similarly, in capitalist society:

PRIMARY MEANS OF PRODUCTION:
ADVANCED MACHINERY, FACTORIES, TECHNOLOGY SYSTEMS, ETC.

PRIMARY RULING CLASS:
BOURGEOISIE

PRIMARY LABORING CLASS:
PROLETARIAT

OWNS WORKS

Relations between primary classes and primary means of production under capitalism.

•	 One primary class, the bourgeoisie, is defined by its relationship with the means 
of production (factories, machinery, logistics systems, etc.) and the other pri-
mary class (the proletariat). The bourgeoisie own the means of production and 
force the proletariat to labor on the means of production for wages in order to 
survive.

•	 The other primary class, the proletariat, is defined by its relationship with the 
means of production and the other primary class (the bourgeoisie). The prole-
tariat labor with the means of production for the profits of capitalists.

•	 The means of production are owned by the bourgeoisie and labored upon by 
the proletariat.
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Annotation 106 (continued)

As with feudalism, these relationships between the primary classes and the means 
of production define the relations of production of capitalist society. The Vietnamese 
textbook Philosophy of Marxism-Leninism further explains such relationships:

In addition to the two primary classes, each society has other non-primary [or 
secondary] classes. Among these social groups, some are the remnants of the old 
mode of production (such as enslaved peoples at the beginning of capitalism). 
There are also groups who are the seeds for the future mode of production (such 
as the capitalists and workers of factories at the end of feudal society). Moreover, 
every class-based society has intermediate classes which are determined by the 
current mode of production and the ever-present social division of class society. 
Such classes include the commoners in ancient slave society, the craftsmen and 
merchants of feudal society, and the petty bourgeoise in capitalist society. In 
every class-based society there also exist intellectuals who play a very important 
role in economy, politics, culture, etc.

3. The role of class struggle in the motion and development of class society
According to Lenin, class struggle is “a struggle waged by the masses of those who 

have no rights, are oppressed and engage in toil, against the privileged, the oppressors 
and drones; a struggle of the wage-laborers, or proletarians, against the property-own-
ers, or bourgeoisie.”47

Based on this definition, the essence of class struggle is the struggle of those who are po-
litically oppressed and economically exploited (i.e., slaves, serfs, wage-workers) against 
that oppression and exploitation in order to resolve the conflict of economic and political 
interests between the oppressor classes and the oppressed classes to different extents 
and degrees. Depending on different historical conditions, class struggle in different so-
cieties can take many different forms, with different scopes and levels, such as: economic 
struggle, ideological struggle, political struggle, etc.

Throughout history, class struggle has also taken on forms such as: national struggle, 
religious struggle, cultural, and various other forms.

Annotation 107

Struggle is simply a way of referring to dialectical contradiction between two op-
posing sides. Class struggle is, therefore, a particular type of contradiction in which 
two or more classes contradict with one another. The underlying relationships of class 
society which lead to these contradictions are outlined in Annotation 100 on p. 181.

Class Struggle always involves the means of production; namely: who has control 
over the means of production and who benefits from them. These contradictions of 
class struggle can take various forms in human society, including (but not limited to):

Economic Struggle over the means of production and the material necessities of hu-
man life. For example, under feudalism, serfs struggled for a greater share of the crops 
which they harvested and for access to more common land while feudal lords strug-
gled to take a greater share from the serfs who toiled beneath them and to share less of 
their wealth with the lords to which they owed fealty. Under capitalism, workers

47	 To the Rural Poor, V. I. Lenin, 1903.
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Annotation 107 (continued)

struggle for higher wages and better access to social services such as healthcare and 
retirement benefits while capitalists struggle to pay less in taxes and to pay their work-
ers less so that they can enjoy more profits.

Ideological Struggle over social consciousness forms within the superstructure 
of society. This is important because false consciousness can hinder and even work 
against a class if it is widespread, whereas class consciousness and awareness of the 
true nature of class society can offer great advantages in political and economic strug-
gle. For example, during the feudal era in many nations noble lords and clergy sought 
to build up within the social consciousness of serfs the idea that the king had the 
“divine right to rule” from God and that serfs were serving their role in “God’s order” 
by living a life of service to their landlords. Today, under capitalism, the ruling class 
wages ideological warfare against the working class to convince workers that capital-
ism is the system which would serve them best and to prevent workers from building 
class consciousness. This slows the progress of political struggle and even causes a 
large fraction of workers - even the majority in many countries - to actively serve the 
interests of the ruling class.

Political Struggle over power and control within the state and legal apparatus of 
a society. Political struggle primarily takes place through political parties. These are 
social institutions which exist to develop political consciousness forms and ideology, 
to train leaders, and to build power for the class which controls them. Political strug-
gle is important because the state is the social institution which has the most impact 
on the material base of society and so building power with (or against) the state is the 
most effective way for a class to impact the base. Political struggle also leads to social 
revolution which is the only way a class can change its position to become the ruling 
class of society.

National Struggle has developed along with the social institutions of nations. 
Nations are social groups of human beings which have developed a common identi-
ty over time based on factors such as language, shared history, geographical region, 
etc. National identities are complex political phenomena which dialectically relate 
and contradict with other social institutions such as states, political parties and move-
ments, and so on. National struggle can take various forms. In some cases, national 
struggle can lead to nationalist chauvinism which is a form of false consciousness 
in which workers are mistakenly led to believe in the false consciousness that their 
national identity is exceptional or superior to other nationalities, and that national 
identity and struggle should be prioritized over class struggle. Other forms of nation-
al struggle, such as the struggle for colonized nations to develop independence and 
self-determination and to end colonial and imperial subjugation, can be positive de-
velopments so long as they are aligned with class consciousness and the international 
mission of Scientific Socialism. It is important, therefore, to distinguish positive char-
acteristics (such as national independence movements of colonized peoples) which can 
be developed to facilitate class struggle from negative characteristics (such as chau-
vinism and supremacism) which impede class struggle and divide the international 
working class.

Ho Chi Minh warned communists against nationalist chauvinism in a speech he 
delivered in 1967:
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Annotation 107 (continued)

The Declaration of this Conference reminds us of the need to strengthen edu-
cation in the spirit of Marxism-Leninism and to fight against opportunist ten-
dencies such as: bourgeois nationalism, chauvinism, dogmatism and revisionism.

It should also be noted that many communists, including Ho Chi Minh, have been 
described as “nationalists” by bourgeois ideologists in an effort to conflate anti-colo-
nial communist struggle with nationalist-chauvinism. Ho Chi Minh himself distin-
guished between the struggles of colonized workers and nationalist chauvinists. In an 
interview with a foreign journalist in December, 1965, Ho Chi Minh said:

It is probably not true to say that when I was young, I followed “national-
ism.” Because at that time, I only knew how to love my compatriots, but I did 
not know any “ism.” When I went to Africa, I saw that the colonial people there 
were also suffering, oppressed, and exploited like the people of Indochina. When 
I went to European countries, I saw that there were also some very rich peo-
ple being sinecurists [i.e., benefitting from positions which required very little 
work], and the working people were very poor. I thought a lot about these things. 
At that time, the great October Revolution had succeeded in Russia. Lenin had 
organized the Communist International. Then Lenin developed the “Theses on 
the Colonial Questions.” Those things made me realize that: the working people 
of Indochina, the people of the colonies, and all the working people who want 
to liberate themselves must unite and make a revolution. Therefore, I became a 
Marxist-Leninist.

It is clear from the words and actions of Ho Chi Minh and Vietnamese communists 
that the “nationalism” they observed was limited to a struggle for national indepen-
dence from colonial rule. This “nationalism” of colonized communists is not suprem-
acist in nature and exists in the spirit of internationalist collaboration of the working 
classes around the world and across national boundaries and should not be conflated 
with national-chauvinism and bourgeois nationalism which seek to advance the inter-
ests of one nation over others.

Religious Struggle is the struggle for religious institutions and social forms to 
develop, survive, grow, and overtake other religions in human society. An example 
of this from Vietnamese history was the religious struggle of Buddhists in the 1960s 
during the dictatorship of Ngo Dinh Diem and his puppet government. This gov-
ernment promoted a form of Catholic chauvinism which sought to oppress all other 
religious forms and led to an uprising of Buddhists to help overthrow Ngo Dinh Diem 
and his regime.

Cultural Struggle is the struggle for human culture to develop within human soci-
ety. See Annotation 74, p. 135 to see comments from Ho Chi Minh on cultural struggle 
as it pertains to Vietnam.

Note that all these forms of struggle are dialectically related and reinforce one an-
other. For instance, effective ideological struggle can lead to the building and strength-
ening of political parties which will enhance efforts of political struggle. Political 
struggle—building power within the state—can lead to the passage of legislation and 
other legal progress which may benefit a class in economic struggle. Understanding 
the dynamics and dialectical relationships associated with class struggle is very im-
portant to the mission of Scientific Socialism.
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To control and suppress the class struggles of laborers and slaves, and in order to 
maintain and implement their exploitation, the ruling classes throughout history (i.e., 
slave-owners, feudal lords, and the bourgeoisie) have inevitably resorted to organized 
violence. This violence has taken the form of the state, which uses armed forces and legal 
systems to maintain their class dominance.

Therefore, the issue of state authority and state power is the central and fundamental 
issue of class struggle in society. Any class struggle that does not solve the problem of 
seizing state power cannot solve the most fundamental problem of the class struggle. 
However, not every class struggle identifies that state authority and state power as the 
central issue. Only when the development of class struggle reaches the level of political 
struggle will that issue become the central and fundamental issue.

The issue of seizing state power is also the fundamental problem of all social revolu-
tions as the peak of the development of class struggle.

The birth and existence of the state is the result of class struggle within a society that 
has class antagonism. When social contradictions have been pushed to the point of being 
unresolvable, it is inevitable that the ruling class will need to use force of violence to 
maintain an orderly society which serves its own will and interests. The state came into 
being – and exists today - not to resolve contradictions, but to maintain social order in 
conditions of unresolvable contradictions. 

Through over 2,000 years of human history, there have been several distinct types of 
state, including: the slave-owner state of ancient times, the feudal state of the Middle 
Ages, and the bourgeois state in capitalist countries in our present time. These states 
exist as instruments of organized violence, aimed at controlling the class struggle of the 
working class. Although each type of state can exist in many different forms with many 
different names (central or decentralized forms of monarchy, constitutional monarchy, 
aristocratic republics, representative republics, presidential republics, etc.), their class 
nature remains the same – the state stands as an instrument of class dictatorship which 
exists to exploit classes of slaves or laborers. 

Unlike the above-mentioned types of state, the dictatorship of the proletariat exists as 
a new type of state: a “half-state,” “a state without its literal meaning,” existing in the 
period of transition towards communism. The dictatorship of the proletariat is an instru-
ment of organized violence and a tool of social-economic management controlled by the 
working class and the working people.

Annotation 108

In Socialism: Utopian and Scientific, Engels explained the importance of workers tak-
ing control of the state in order to develop a dictatorship of the proletariat and the way 
in which capitalism itself creates the necessary objective conditions which will allow 
workers to seize control of the state:

Whilst the capitalist mode of production more and more completely trans-
forms the great majority of the population into proletarians, it creates the power 
which, under penalty of its own destruction, is forced to accomplish this revolu-
tion. Whilst it forces on more and more of the transformation of the vast means 
of production, already socialized, into State property, it shows itself the way to 
accomplishing this revolution. The proletariat seizes political power and turns 
the means of production into State property.



204  Historical Materialism

Annotation 108 (continued)

Engels also explains how the dictatorship of the proletariat will ultimately lead to 
the end of not only itself, but all states and class society moving forward:

But [in seizing political power and turning the means of production into state 
property] it abolishes itself as proletariat, abolishes all class distinction and class 
antagonisms, abolishes also the State as State.

Engels then explains the essential difference between the dictatorship of the prole-
tariat and all preceding states and forms of class society:

Society, thus far, based upon class antagonisms, had need of the State. That is, 
of an organization of the particular class which was, pro tempore, the exploiting 
class, an organization for the purpose of preventing any interference from with-
out with the existing conditions of production, and, therefore, especially, for the 
purpose of forcibly keeping the exploited classes in the condition of oppression 
corresponding with the given mode of production (slavery, serfdom, wage-labor). 
The State was the official representative of society as a whole; the gathering of 
it together into a visible embodiment. But, it was this only in so far as it was the 
State of that class which itself represented, for the time being, society as a whole:

in ancient times, the State of slaveowning citizens;

in the Middle Ages, the feudal lords;

in our own times, the bourgeoisie.

When, at last, it becomes the real representative of the whole of society, it 
renders itself unnecessary.

In other words, once the working class takes control of the state and establishes a 
dictatorship of the proletariat, the conditions will eventually develop for the end of 
class society and the necessity and conditions for the existence of a state altogether:

As soon as there is no longer any social class to be held in subjection; as soon 
as class rule, and the individual struggle for existence based upon our present 
anarchy in production, with the collisions and excesses arising from these, are 
removed, nothing more remains to be repressed, and a special repressive force, a 
state, is no longer necessary. The first act by virtue of which the state really con-
stitutes itself the representative of the whole of society — the taking possession 
of the means of production in the name of society — this is, at the same time, 
its last independent act as a state. State interference in social relations becomes, 
in one domain after another, superfluous, and then dies out of itself; the govern-
ment of persons is replaced by the administration of things, and by the conduct 
of processes of production. The state is not “abolished." It dies out.

The role and nature of the state is discussed more in Annotation 100, p. 181.

Class struggle serves as the basic mode and driving force of social progress and devel-
opment in the condition of social division that is class antagonism. 

According to the Historical Materialist viewpoint, since class division has existed 
stretching back in history and through to the present day, human history is, in essence, 
a history of class struggle as it manifests in various forms, and with different degrees, 
and with different nuances. Class struggle was the struggle of the slaves against the 
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oppression of the slave-owner class; it was the struggle of serfs and peasants against 
the oppression and exploitation of nobles and kings; it is the struggle of wage workers 
against the oppression and exploitation of the bourgeoisie. In every form of class society, 
class struggle has eventually led to social revolution, which gives rise to a new mode of 
production.

Therefore, class society can only be developed through the resolution of social, politi-
cal, and economic antagonisms of class – in other words, through class struggle. In this 
sense, class struggle is not only the driving force of historical development but also the 
mode of social progress and development.

Taking into consideration the theory of social-economic formation,48 it follows that the 
most fundamental mode and driving force of social progress and development is the 
motion of the mode of production in society.

Annotation 109

A mode is the way or manner in which something exists. According to Historical 
Materialism, then, it can be understood that the development of class society exists in 
the mode of class struggle. This simply means that class society develops because of 
the internal contradiction between different classes which, together, define class soci-
ety within a given stage of development.

In addition to class struggle, many other contradictions exist within human society. 
Such contradictions and struggles are detailed and listed in Annotation 107, p. 200 and 
include religious struggle, national struggle, and so on. None of these other struggles 
and contradictions, however, define the development of human society from one stage 
of development (i.e., mode of production) to the next. Only class struggle advances 
human society forward by fundamentally developing the material base and produc-
tive forces of human society.

Class struggle is, in essence, the contradiction which occurs in the social being and 
material base of human society. All other forms of struggle (national struggle, reli-
gious struggle, etc.) are struggles which occur within the superstructure of society. 
The Dialectical Materialist perspective indicates that the material determines human 
consciousness whereas consciousness can only impact back on the material. Thus, it 
follows that class struggle determines all other forms of social consciousness struggle, 
while social consciousness struggles can impact back upon class struggle.

Ethnic struggle under feudalism was determined by the nature of feudal class so-
ciety and class struggle. In essence, ethnicities which dominated the primary means 
of production (i.e., ethnicities which had a high concentration of feudal lords) were 
socially dominant over ethnicities which were predominantly peasants. For example, 
English invaders of Ireland developed and maintained dominance over Irish people 
through the development of feudal land holdings in Ireland.

As feudalism gave way to capitalism, the nature of ethnic domination changed. 
Instead of dominating Ireland through feudal class relations, Irish workers became 
proletarianized and dominated through English capitalism. Under both feudalism and 
capitalism, the ethnic struggle between English peoples and Irish people was deter-
mined by the underlying class struggle. However, it is also true that those ethnic 

48	  See p. 159.
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Annotation 109 (continued)

struggles impacted back on class struggle. For example, when Ireland secured partial 
independence from England it weakened English capitalists in most of Ireland and 
also led to the more prominent development of an Irish bourgeoisie.

Vietnam had a similar pattern of development. The Vietnamese peoples were domi-
nated by French colonialists who coopted the feudal material base of society to imple-
ment colonialism. The ethnic struggle between French colonizers and Vietnamese na-
tives was determined by French control of the means of production which was taken 
by force and through the subjugation of the Vietnamese feudal lords and monarchy. 
The ethnic struggle between the Vietnamese and French colonizers did impact upon 
the material base and class struggle, but was essentially determined by class struggle. 
The class analysis of this history is explained in further detail in Annotation 23, p. 34.

However, in class society, the motion of the mode of production becomes an antago-
nistic conflict between classes in society. These economic contradictions can only be re-
solved through political struggle between the opposing classes. Thus, class struggle has 
become a political mechanism to resolve contradictions in modes of production, and to 
fulfill the objective need to develop the productive forces, which drives the development 
of human society.

Annotation 110

The role of the development of the productive forces as the primary driver of the 
development of human society is discussed more in Annotation 36, p. 52.

Political struggle and social revolution are discussed in more detail in the following 
section.
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II . SOCIAL REVOLUTIONS AND THEIR ROLE IN THE DEVELOPMENT 
OF CLASS SOCIETY

1. Definition of social revolution and its causes
In a broad sense, social revolution is a qualitative landmark change in all aspects of 

social life. It is a method of transitioning from an outdated social-economic formation to 
a new higher level of development. In a narrow sense, social revolution is the overthrow 
of an outdated political system and the establishment of a more progressive political 
regime run by the revolutionary class.

Annotation 111

It should be noted that not all political actions commonly referred to as “revolu-
tions” in society are true social revolutions in the Historical Materialist sense of the 
term. For example, in feudal society, there may have been a political revolution in 
which one monarch deposed another monarch and took power over the feudal state. 
This would not be considered a social revolution in the Historical Materialist sense 
of the term because the mode of production and ruling class has not been essentially 
changed. Similarly, if one bourgeois-dominated party within a capitalist state is over-
thrown and replaced with by another bourgeois-dominated party then that would not 
constitute a social revolution.

Instead, within the Historical Materialist framework, such a “revolution” in which 
power does not shift from one economic class to another would simply be known as a 
coup d’etat. This phenomenon is described more in Annotation 113, below.

In a society with class antagonism, social revolution is characterized by armed insur-
rection of the revolutionary class to seize state power. Social revolution also involves the 
organization, construction, and use of the new state by the revolutionary class to funda-
mentally and comprehensively renovate all aspects of society. That is to say, the success-
ful social revolution is the beginning of a new social-economic formation.

This means that the problem of state authority is the fundamental problem of all social 
revolutions. At the same time, every social revolution must go through two stages: the 
stage of taking power and the stage of organizing and building a new state and a new 
society.

Social revolution is different from the concept of reform. Reform refers to changes 
which take place in one or several areas of social life within a social-economic formation 
in order to improve that social-economic formation. Examples of reform include: eco-
nomic institutional reform, national administrative reform, education reform, etc.

Annotation 112

Social revolution is the process by which a progressive class overtakes the existing 
ruling class within society and brings about a new mode of production. Through this 
process, the revolutionary progressive class constructs a state to preserve and enforce 
its own agenda and position as the ruling class. The role of the state in human society 
is described more in Annotation 100, p. 181.

Reform refers to development which takes place within an existing mode of produc-
tion. In terms of Materialist Dialectics, reform is a process of change and motion to the 
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Annotation 112 (continued)

material base and/or superstructure of society which does not constitute a quality shift 
and negation of the mode of production.

Economic institutional reform would include change and development in the eco-
nomic institutions of a society, such as banks and markets. An example of an economic 
institutional reform in the United States would be moving from the gold standard 
system of currency to a fiat monetary system in 1971. This led to fundamental changes 
in the economic institutions of the United States but did not lead to a change in class 
relations nor a change in the mode of production.

National administrative reform refers to change and development in the state itself, 
such as a change in the leading political party or elected officials or changed to the 
structure or constitution of the state itself. Such changes may alter the ways in which 
the ruling class governs the state, but they do not change which class governs the state, 
so they exist only as measures of reform.

Education reform includes change and development within educational institutions 
of society. Examples would include the development of public schools, changes to 
university systems, development of vocational training for workers, etc.

The concept of social revolution is also different from the concept of coup d’état. A 
coup d’état is a struggle for state power status between political factions of the ruling 
class with no intention of changing class relations. Coup d’états can be peaceful or vio-
lent.

The root cause of social revolution is sharp contradiction within the material produc-
tion of society itself. This contradiction exists between the objective need for develop-
ment of the productive forces on one side, and the obsolescence of relations of produc-
tion (which are maintained through force by the ruling class) on the other side. This 
contradiction cannot be resolved by any economic or political reform, and manifests 
as class struggle. It is the development of this class struggle that inevitably leads to an 
outbreak of social revolution.

Annotation 113

Coup d’etat is French for “stroke of state.” A more precise translation would be a 
“sudden decisive exercise of force as applied to the state.” A coup d’etat is essentially 
a faux revolution in the sense that state power does change hands, but remains in con-
trol of the same ruling class. To put it another way: it is a changeover in power from 
one faction of the ruling class to another. In terms of the economic mode of produc-
tion, the ruling class remains unchanged and the mode of production does not shift 
from one form to another.

Historical examples of coup d’etats (which did not result in a change in the mode of 
production) include:

•	 The rise of the National Socialist political party under Adolf Hitler in the 1930s 
which replaced the government of Weimar Germany.

•	 The “revolutions” which took place from 1979-1987 in the Republic of Korea 
which ended the dictatorship of Park Chung-hee and placed different bour-
geois-controlled political parties in power.
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Annotation 113 (continued)

•	 The independence granted to Australia from the government of the United 
Kingdom. Although this transition took place peacefully and without much tur-
moil, it still constituted a fundamental changeover in control over the state from 
one faction of the bourgeoisie to another and can therefore be considered a sort 
of coup d’etat in the Historical Materialist sense of the term.

Although each of these political events led to great changes and developments 
within each respective nation, they did not lead to essential changes in the mode of 
production and class relations. In each case, the capitalist class remained the dominant 
class and the proletariat remained oppressed through the capitalist mode of produc-
tion. Only a revolution which replaces the ruling class with a revolutionary class as 
the dominant class of society can be considered to be a social revolution in the Historical 
Materialist sense of the term. Such a revolution will lead to a major shift in human 
society as it negates of the old mode of production and ushers in of a new mode of 
production.

Social revolution is always preceded by development of the productive forces to 
such extent that they are no longer compatible with existing relations of production. 
Thus it must be understood that social revolution is not brought about by individual 
human beings nor through human will but as a result of objective development of the 
material base of society. This is explained in more detail in Annotation 36, p. 52. Any 
“revolution” which does not lead to a new mode of production and new relations of 
production is essentially an act of reform and/or coup d’etat.

In addition, each social revolution is impacted by subjective factors. The most import-
ant subjective factor is the cognitive and organizational development of the revolution-
ary class (i.e., the class that represents the new mode of production). From this cognitive 
and organizational development, class struggle advances from spontaneous action to 
self-conscious action. Once the subjective and objective causes have sufficiently ripened 
and the revolutionary seizes the revolutionary moment, then it is inevitable that a social 
revolution will explode and potentially succeed.

Annotation 114

As explained in Annotation 95, p. 168, subjective factors are factors which can vary 
across time and place and which can vary from one location to another even within the 
same social formation of human society.

The importance of developing class consciousness as a prerequisite for social revolu-
tion is discussed more in Annotation 50, p. 90.

2. The role of social revolution in the development of class society
Social revolution is the mode and driving force of social development. Without social 

revolutions in history, the process of replacing any given social-economic formation 
with a new, higher-level social-economic formation would not have taken place. With 
that in mind, Marx affirmed that: “Revolutions are the locomotives of history,”49 the 
mode of developing social-economic formations.

49	 The Class Struggles in France Karl Marx, 1849.
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On the other hand, it is thanks to social revolutions that fundamental contradictions 
of society in the fields of economy, politics, culture, etc. have been resolved, thereby 
creating a motivation for the progress and development of society. During revolutionary 
periods, the creative capacity of the masses has been brought into full play, leading to 
extraordinarily rapid historical developments: “one day is equal to twenty years.”50

Human history has fully and clearly demonstrated the role of social revolutions that 
have taken place in the past millennia. Those include:

•	 The social revolution that made the transition from the original social-eco-
nomic formation to the slave-owning social-economic formation.

•	 The revolution that abolished slavery and replaced it with feudalism.
•	 The bourgeois revolution that toppled the feudal system and established 

the capitalist regime.
•	 The proletarian revolution that abolished the bourgeois dictatorship and 

established a socialist regime – so far, the greatest and most profound 
revolution in human history, which completely changes the nature of the 
old socio-political system by thoroughly abolishing the private ownership 
system that caused class antagonism to begin with, and which has existed 
for thousands of years in human history.

Annotation 115

In Socialism: Utopian and Scientific, Engels summarized the history of social revolu-
tion, starting with a description of medieval/feudal society:

I. Mediaeval Society — Individual production on a small scale. Means of 
production adapted for individual use; hence primitive, ungainly, petty, dwarfed 
in action. Production for immediate consumption, either of the producer himself 
or his feudal lord. Only where an excess of production over this consumption 
occurs is such excess offered for sale, enters into exchange. Production of com-
modities, therefore, only in its infancy. But already it contains within itself, in 
embryo, anarchy in the production of society at large.

Next, Engels describes how capitalists performed social revolution to become the 
new ruling class:

II. Capitalist Revolution — transformation of industry, at first be means of 
simple cooperation and manufacture. Concentration of the means of production, 
hitherto scattered, into great workshops. As a consequence, their transformation 
from individual to social means of production — a transformation which does 
not, on the whole, affect the form of exchange. The old forms of appropriation 
remain in force. The capitalist appears. In his capacity as owner of the means of 
production, he also appropriates the products and turns them into commodities. 
Production has become a social act. Exchange and appropriation continue to 
be individual acts, the acts of individuals. The social product is appropriated by 
the individual capitalist. Fundamental contradiction, whence arise all the con-
tradictions in which our present-day society moves, and which modern industry 
brings to light.

50	 From a Statement of the Politburo of Vietnam, 1975.
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Annotation 115 (continued)

Engels next describes important factors of capitalist revolution:
Severance of the producer from the means of production. Condemnation of 

the worker to wage-labor for life. Antagonism between the proletariat and the 
bourgeoisie.

Growing predominance and increasing effectiveness of the laws governing 
the production of commodities. Unbridled competition. Contradiction between 
socialized organization in the individual factory and social anarchy in the pro-
duction as a whole.

On the one hand, perfecting of machinery, made by competition compulsory 
for each individual manufacturer, and complemented by a constantly growing 
displacement of laborers. Industrial reserve-army. On the other hand, unlimited 
extension of production, also compulsory under competition, for every manu-
facturer. On both sides, unheard-of development of productive forces, excess of 
supply over demand, over-production and products — excess there, of laborers, 
without employment and without means of existence. But these two levers of 
production and of social well-being are unable to work together, because the 
capitalist form of production prevents the productive forces from working and 
the products from circulating, unless they are first turned into capital — which 
their very superabundance prevents. The contradiction has grown into an absur-
dity. The mode of production rises in rebellion against the form of exchange.

Partial recognition of the social character of the productive forces forced upon 
the capitalists themselves. Taking over of the great institutions for production 
and communication, first by joint-stock companies, later in by trusts, then by 
the State. The bourgeoisie demonstrated to be a superfluous class. All its social 
functions are now performed by salaried employees.

Finally, Engels predicts the outcome of proletarian revolution which will end class 
society altogether:

III. Proletarian Revolution — Solution of the contradictions. The proletariat 
seizes the public power, and by means of this transforms the socialized means 
of production, slipping from the hands of the bourgeoisie, into public property. 
By this act, the proletariat frees the means of production from the character of 
capital they have thus far borne, and gives their socialized character complete 
freedom to work itself out. Socialized production upon a predetermined plan 
becomes henceforth possible. The development of production makes the exis-
tence of different classes of society thenceforth an anachronism. In proportion 
as anarchy in social production vanishes, the political authority of the State dies 
out. Man, at last the master of his own form of social organization, becomes at 
the same time the lord over Nature, his own master — free.
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CHAPTER 6
HISTORICAL MATERIALIST VIEWPOINTS ABOUT HUMANS AND THE 

HISTORY-CREATING ROLE OF THE MASSES

I. HUMANS AND HUMAN NATURE
1. Definition of Humans
Humans are natural beings with social characteristics. There is a dialectical unity be-

tween two essential aspects of human beings: the natural aspect and the social aspect.

Annotation 116

SOCIAL ASPECT NATURAL ASPECT

HUMANITY
The natural aspect of humanity is defined by the relationship between humanity and nature; 
the social aspect is defined by relationships which exist within and between human societies.

Humans are natural beings. This means that humans exist in and as a part of nature. 
This constitutes a relationship of dialectical unity in which the natural aspect deter-
mines the social aspect, but the social aspect can impact back in important ways.

What distinguishes human beings from all other elements of nature is the social 
aspect of humanity. This social aspect describes the ways in which humans can work 
together to consciously and intentionally develop our material production over time. 
This social aspect of humanity is further described below beginning on p. 214.

The Natural Aspect of Humanity
The primary material basis which regulates the formation, existence, and development 

of humanity is the natural world.

Annotation 117

The “natural world” simply refers to the environment which human beings develop 
within. It is important to note that human beings are not “metaphysically distinct” 
from nature; rather, humans exist in dialectical unity with nature.
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Annotation 117 (continued)

As Engels wrote in The Part Played by Labor in the Transition from Ape to Man:
…we by no means rule over nature like a conqueror over a foreign people, 

like someone standing outside nature – but that we, with flesh, blood, and brain, 
belong to nature, and exist in its midst, and that all our mastery of it consists in 
the fact that we have the advantage over all other beings of being able to know 
and correctly apply its laws.

For this reason, a fundamental aspect of human beings is that we have a natural 
aspect. Therefore, scientific research and discovery of the natural structure and natural 
origin of humans is an important scientific basis for humans to understand ourselves 
and to master ourselves in every activity that contributes to the history of humanity.

Annotation 118

The natural aspect of humanity refers to all the characteristics of human beings 
which arise from dialectical relationship with the natural world. In addition, humans 
also have a social aspect which is defined by internal relationships which exist be-
tween human beings. The natural and social aspects of humanity are explained more 
in Annotation 119, below.

Because human beings have a natural aspect, it is important to study the natural 
characteristics, phenomena, and relationships of human beings in order to have a com-
prehensive understanding of humanity. This means we must study fields like human 
biology, human evolution, human psychology, and so on if we are to fully understand 
human society and its development.

The natural aspect of humanity is analyzed from the following two viewpoints:
First, humans are the result of long-term evolution and development in the natural 

world. The scientific basis of this conclusion has been established by the whole develop-
ment of materialism and the natural sciences, and, in particular, the Darwinian theory of 
the evolution of species.

Second, humans are part of the natural world, and at the same time, the natural world 
serves as an “inorganic body” for humanity.

Annotation 119

In Economic and Philosophic Manuscript, written in 1844, Marx wrote that:
Nature is man’s inorganic body—nature, that is, insofar as it is not itself hu-

man body. Man lives on nature—means that nature is his body, with which he 
must remain in continuous interchange if he is not to die. That man’s physical 
and spiritual life is linked to nature means simply that nature is linked to itself, 
for man is a part of nature.”

Marx is describing human beings as having two “bodies” which allow us to exist in 
the world. Every individual human being has an “organic body” which is simply our 
physical body in the literal sense. This body allows a human being to live and exist in 
the world. Similarly, nature serves as an “inorganic body” for all of humanity which 
we depend upon for life and existence.
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Therefore, changes in the natural world as well as the direct or indirect impacts of 
natural laws determine the existence and development of humans and human society, 
and human society is the medium of material exchange between humans and the natural 
world. On the other hand, the changes and activities of humans always impact the natu-
ral environment, changing that environment. This is the dialectical relationship between 
the existence of humanity and other existences of the natural world. 

However, humans are not identical with other existences of the natural world. One 
attribute which particularly defines humanity is its social aspect.

The Social Aspect of Humanity
The social aspect of humanity is expressed by the special relationships which indi-

vidual humans have with their many social communities, such as: family, class, nation, 
humankind, and so on. Therefore, in addition to having a natural aspect, humans must 
also have a social aspect, and, moreover, this aspect is particularly defining of humanity.

Annotation 120

The social aspect of humanity is what distinguishes human beings from all other en-
tities in the natural world. Human beings are different from all other known forms of 
life because we are able to form societies and to intentionally work and labor together 
to develop ourselves through conscious labor activity. This social aspect of humanity 
is further defined in Annotation 122, below.

The social aspect of humanity is analyzed from the following viewpoints:
First, from the viewpoint of origin:
Human beings originated through natural evolution processes and through social 

origins. The primary factor of social origin is labor. It is through labor processes that we 
were able to surpass animals to evolve and develop into human beings. This viewpoint 
of origin is one of the new discoveries of Marxism-Leninism that makes it possible to 
complete the theory of human origin for the first time in history.

Annotation 121

Labor in the Dialectical Materialist framework refers specifically to conscious human 
activity. The viewpoint of origin is a starting point of analysis which pertains to the or-
igin of human consciousness and humanity itself. These origins are important because 
they constitute the starting point for human society.

The relationship between matter and consciousness is consistent and predictable in 
every aspect of human society and at every stage of development of humanity. Mat-
ter always determines consciousness, whereas consciousness can always impact back 
upon matter.

Human consciousness originated from human labor activities. This origin is de-
scribed more in Part 1, p. 74. This is consistent with the Dialectical Materialist con-
ception of the relationship between matter and consciousness: that matter determines 
consciousness (while consciousness can impact back upon the material world). Materi-
al production processes led to the development of consciousness. The viewpoint of or-
igin is critical for developing a comprehensive and historical perspective of humanity.
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Annotation 121 (continued)

Marx explains how conscious labor processes enabled human beings to surpass all 
other animals in Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts:

Through material production, humans changed nature: “An animal produces 
only itself, whilst man reproduces the whole of nature.”

Philosophy of Marxism-Leninism further explains how conscious labor activities led to 
the development of human beings as distinct from all other animals:

Social characteristics of humans express themselves in material production. 
Material production fundamentally demonstrates the social characteristics 
of humans. Through labor, we create the mental and material means to serve 
human life. Through labor, humans form conscious thoughts and languages and 
determine our social relationships. Therefore, labor is the decisive factor in the 
formation of humanity’s social nature as well as the formation of individual 
personality in a community.

Second, from the viewpoint of existence and development:
Human existence is always governed by social factors and social laws. As society 

changes, each person also changes accordingly. Likewise, the development of each 
individual is the premise for the development of human society. Without social relation-
ships, each human being only exists as a pure biological entity that cannot be “human” 
with the full meaning of that term.

Annotation 122

In the Dialectical Materialist framework, all things, phenomena, and ideas are 
defined by internal and external relationships. Thus, we must understand that each 
human being as an individual is defined in large part by relationships with other 
human beings. These relationships between individual humans, in turn, are the inter-
nal relationships which define human society. Relationships are also what drive all 
change, motion, and development. Hence, we can see that:

1.	 Human society is defined by relationships between human beings, and human 
beings are defined by their relationship with human society.

2.	 Change and development of both human society and individual human beings 
are driven by these dialectical relationships.

These two points, taken together, serve as the basis for the viewpoint of existence 
and development of human society, which holds that the existence and development 
of humanity is defined by relationships between individual human beings and human 
society. This is an important starting point of analysis of both human society and of 
human beings as individuals and is therefore a critical viewpoint of Historical Materi-
alism. As Marx explained in Grundrisse:

Society does not consist of individuals, but expresses the sum of interrelations, 
the relations within which these individuals stand. As if someone were to say: 
Seen from the perspective of society, there are no slaves and no citizens: both are 
human beings. Rather, they are that outside society. To be a slave, to be a citizen, 
are social characteristics, relations between human beings A and B. Human being 
A, as such, is not a slave. He is a slave in and through society.
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Annotation 122 (continued)

To put it another way, whether a person is a “slave,” a “worker,” or a “capitalist” 
depends entirely on social relations with other human beings. There is no way that a 
human being could exist in any of these economic classes as an isolated individual. In 
this manner, society is defined by individuals (who exist in various economic roles) 
just as individuals are defined by society. This constitutes a dialectical relationship in 
which society and individuals mutually change and develop one another over time.

The viewpoint of existence and development perceives the social aspect of humanity 
because it focuses on the fact that human beings are defined by human society.

Taking the natural aspect and social aspect of humanity together, we see that “hu-
man nature” is defined by these two essential aspects: human nature is determined by 
material processes in the natural world and human nature is defined by social inter-re-
lations. In both of these aspects, human nature is constantly changing and developing 
just like all other things, phenomena, and ideas in existence, in accordance with the 
Principle of Development of Dialectical Materialism.

Unity of Natural and Social Aspects of Humanity
These two aspects of humankind – the natural aspect and the social aspect - exist in 

unity, determine each other, impact each other, and transform each other, thereby cre-
ating the potential for creative human activity in the world in the process of making hu-
man history. Therefore, explaining the creative nature of humans from only the natural 
aspect or from only the social aspect is one-sided, incomplete, and will inevitably lead to 
erroneous conclusions in perception and practice.

Annotation 123

The natural aspect (i.e., viewpoint of origin) and social aspect (origin of existence and 
development) of humanity exist in unity. This means that they share a dialectical rela-
tionship in which they define one another and lead to change and development in one 
another. Both the natural aspect and the social aspect of humanity contribute dialecti-
cally to the creative nature of humanity:

The natural aspect determines creativity in human beings because humans must 
create through labor processes in order to create the necessities for human life. The 
objective need of human beings to sustain and develop these material needs leads to a 
creative nature which also results in an objective need to constantly develop the pro-
ductive forces of human society (see Annotation 6, p. 12).

The social aspect determines creativity in human beings because human beings 
share and cooperate creative developments through various forms of cultural and 
material exchange. Creativity is therefore a social process in which individual human 
beings contribute but also receive and learn from one another in order to develop and 
improve creative abilities over time.

Because the natural and social aspects of humanity exist in unity they must be ex-
amined and understood together. It must be understood that they dialectically impact,  
determine, and develop one another in order to fully understand the nature of human 
beings completely. The natural labor processes which human beings undertake to pro-
vide for our material needs are also social processes, since human beings work together 
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in carrying out and developing these processes. Likewise, the social activity of human 
beings is determined by labor processes (since, for example, no other social activities 
can be carried out if human beings do not first have the material necessities for surviv-
al) and also impact natural labor processes (for instance, through the social/collective 
development of productive forces). Philosophy of Marxism-Leninism further defines the 
relationships which define humanity:

Since humans are a product of nature and society (see Chapter 6, p. 212), the 
formation and development of humanity are determined by three distinct but 
unified sets of laws:

•	 The system of natural laws that determines the biological aspects of hu-
man beings. These include genetic inheritance and variation, evolution, etc.

•	 The system of psychology and consciousness that exists on the basis of 
human biology. Factors of consciousness and psychology include emotions, 
desires, beliefs, willpower, and so on.

•	 The system of social relations that determine the relations between hu-
mans within a society.

These 3 systems of laws, together, provide a comprehensive and unified per-
ception of human life that includes both biological and social aspects. The rela-
tionship between biological and social aspects is the basis for our biological and 
social needs such as: needs for food, clothes, shelter, reproduction, love, aesthet-
ics, and all other mental values.

2. Human nature
In the history of human philosophy, there have been many different conceptions of 

“human nature,” but those concepts are usually one-sided, abstract, idealist, and/or 
mystical.

Annotation 124

Philosophy of Marxism-Leninism elaborates on various perceptions of “human nature” 
from various regions and historical periods:

Eastern philosophical perception of human nature:
Throughout more than 2,000 years of history of Chinese philosophy, the issue 

of “human nature” was always of chief concern. In the search for truth about 
human nature, two major schools of thought emerged which viewed human na-
ture as a phenomenon of political practice and social virtue. These philosophical 
systems were Confucianism51 and Legalism.52

51	 Confucianism is a religion or a systematic and methodical doctrine that has existed since the 5th centu-
ry B.C.E. Confucianism is concerned with Humanity. Specifically, Confucianism teaches a way of being 
a human being in the family and in society.

52	 Legalism is a Chinese political philosophy that emerged in the 6th century B.C.E. Legalism advocated 
strict laws, harsh punishments, and centralized authority to maintain social order and state control. It 
was rooted in the belief that humans are inherently self-interested and require strong governance to 
prevent chaos.
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Confucianists believed that humans are essentially good by nature, while Le-
galists saw human nature as essentially evil.

A third philosophical system from China that was deeply concerned with at-
tempting to understand “human nature” was Daoism.53

Daoist scholars, such as Laozi [one of the greatest thinkers of Daoism] ap-
proached this issue from a different angle and concluded that human nature is 
natural.

It is important to note that Daoist conceptions of “nature” and the “natural world” 
are quite different from Western conceptions of these concepts. Daoists view “nature” 
as a mystical system that includes gods, spirits, ghosts, monsters, and other beings 
which would be considered “supernatural” in most Western philosophical systems.

According to an article on Daoism by Dr. Phan Ngoc from Vietnam’s National Cen-
ter for Social Sciences and Humanities:

The Chinese Daoists did not imagine a God that created the world. Daoists 
believed that gods, humans, and the natural universe are unified as one whole. 
Therefore, they believed that ghosts and gods could control human destiny, and 
that, likewise, humans could contact ghosts and gods through the intermediaries 
of witches and mediums. . . [Daoists also believe] that the human body contains 
thousands of gods and that life is a phenomenon of “Qi” [a supernatural energy]. 
Daoists believe that humans can achieve immortality through certain spiritual 
practices: alchemy, qi circulation, and male/female relations.

Thus, the Daoist conception that human beings are “natural” indicates that human 
beings are part of a mystical universe and can interact with and be influenced by such 
spiritual entities as gods and ghosts. Indeed, Daoists even believe that human beings 
contain gods and ghosts and can become immortal gods themselves. This is very 
different from Western perceptions of “natural human nature” as described below in 
this annotation. The Vietnamese textbook Philosophy of Marxism-Leninism goes on to 
explain how different philosophical conceptions of human nature influenced philo-
sophical schools in the East:

These different models and perceptions of human nature became the premises 
for later schools of philosophy in the search for truth about politics, virtue, and 
human life.

Indian philosophical theorists, especially Buddhists, tended to differ from 
Chinese philosophies of human nature. Buddhists approached the question of 
human nature from the angle of deep metaphysical thinking about humans and 
the human view of life. Buddhists concluded that human beings, on the path 
towards Enlightenment, are essentially selfless, impermanent, and good. This is 
one of the unique conclusions of Buddhist philosophy.

Next, it explains different conceptions of human nature in Western idealist philo-
sophical systems:

53	 Daoism is a Chinese philosophy and spiritual tradition that emerged around the sixth century B.C.E. 
Daoism centered on living in harmony with the Dao (the “Way”), the natural and universal principle 
that underlies all existence.
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In the West, idealist philosophers focused on rational activity as the basis for 
human nature. Notable idealist philosophers include Plato of ancient Greece; 
Descartes of modern French philosophy, and Hegel in the Classic German phi-
losophy. Since they did were not materialists, these philosophers resorted to 
mysticism in explaining human nature. To Plato, human nature is rooted in the 
immortal soul which belongs to the "realm of ideas." Descartes argued that hu-
man nature is rooted in rationality “a priori.” Hegel conceived of human nature 
in relation to his conceptions of the “absolute ideal.”

. . .

In modern Western philosophy, many philosophical trends (such as existen-
tialism) consider the philosophical issues of humans as essential.

Plato’s “realm of ideas” is a timeless, unchanging world of perfect, abstract forms or 
concepts (e.g., beauty, justice, equality) that exist beyond the physical world. Accord-
ing to Plato, the physical world we experience is merely a flawed reflection of these 
perfect forms. In this conception of reality, humans have an innate ability to recognize 
such “perfect forms” because our souls once existed in the realm of ideas before being 
born into the physical world. This explains why we can identify imperfections in the 
physical world (e.g., recognizing something as “not quite just” or “not truly beauti-
ful”)—our souls supposedly remember the perfect forms and strive to reconnect with 
them through reason and philosophy. This constitutes an idealist and mystical concep-
tion of reality that has more in common with spirituality than natural science.

Descartes argued that rationality is an innate, a priori (prior to experience) concept 
embedded in human nature. Rationality, therefore, is the foundation of knowledge 
and the basis for understanding truths, such as mathematical and logical principles, 
which are universally valid and independent of sensory experience. Descartes be-
lieved that the capacity for reason is what defines human beings. In his famous state-
ment “cogito, ergo sum” (“I think, therefore I am”), he asserted that the act of think-
ing proves the existence of the self and highlights the inherent rationality of human 
nature. This rational capacity allows humans to discern truth, doubt falsehoods, and 
achieve certainty through clear and distinct ideas. By placing thinking and rationality 
as the first basis of discovering truth and of existence, Descartes’ conceptions of reality 
and of human nature are distinctly idealist.

Hegel believed in what he called the “absolute ideal:” a unified, dynamic totality 
of all ideas, history, and consciousness. To Hegel, this absolute ideal represents the 
complete realization of freedom, reason, and self-awareness in the universe. Hegel be-
lieved that human nature is fundamentally tied to the absolute ideal because humans 
are rational beings who actively participate in its unfolding. In this way, according to 
Hegel, human nature is not static but is constantly evolving toward greater self-aware-
ness and freedom, ultimately aligning with the absolute ideal. Hegel’s conceptions 
are notable because they accurately perceive human nature as dynamic and constant-
ly changing, which is how Marx and Engels describe human nature in the system of 
Dialectical Materialist philosophy. The key difference between Hegelian and Marxist 
conceptions of human nature is that Hegel’s system of thought is idealist, placing 
human consciousness as the first basis of human nature, whereas Marxist philosophy 
places its understanding of human nature on a material basis.
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Annotation 124 (continued)

Existentialism is a Western philosophy that emphasizes individual freedom, choice, 
and the creation of meaning in a seemingly indifferent or absurd universe. It focuses 
on subjective experience and the idea that humans define their own essence through 
their actions and decisions. Existentialism is idealist in the sense that it prioritizes the 
mind, consciousness, and human agency over material forces of reality. Existentialism 
asserts that reality is shaped by individual perception, values, and choices rather than 
by objective, material phenomena, thus putting the conception of human nature on an 
idealist basis.

Next, Philosophy of Marxism-Leninism describes Western conceptions of human na-
ture rooted in various materialist philosophies:

Many Western materialist philosophers have chosen to view human nature 
from the perspective of natural science. From ancient times, many Western mate-
rialist philosophers have believed that humans have a “natural” nature. These 
philosophers consider humans to be no different from other creatures, as human 
beings are also made from matter. Such materialist conceptions of human nature 
reject mystical interpretations of human nature. One of the most popular such 
perceptions is Democritus’s conclusion that the human body and soul are made 
from atoms. This is also the premise for the Epicurean philosophical school.

Democritus conceived a materialist view of nature based on a belief that all things, 
including humans and other animals, are composed of atoms.

Epicurus was a Greek philosopher who developed an empiricist philosophy that 
was rooted in atomistic materialism. Epicurus had an empiricist view of reality, believ-
ing that human sensations are the ultimate basis for discovering truth and understand-
ing human nature.

These materialist viewpoints were further developed during the Renaissance 
and in modern times, such as with English and French materialists of the 18th 
century. This Western materialist conception of human nature was the theoreti-
cal premise for the humanist materialist viewpoint of Feuerbach.

In essence, Feuerbach’s philosophy shifts focus from the divine to the human, 
asserting that understanding humanity’s material and social conditions is key 
to understanding existence. His ideas heavily influenced Marx and Engels, who 
built on his materialism while critiquing his lack of emphasis on practical, revo-
lutionary change.

Feurbach’s conception of humanist materialism also served as a major influ-
ence on the theoretical premises of the materialist viewpoint about humans in 
Marxism.

Feurbach’s philosophy of humanist materialism is centered on the idea that religion 
and metaphysics are projections of human essence. Feurbach argued that the material 
world is the only reality, and consciousness arises from material conditions. Marx and 
Engels were heavily influenced by Feurbach’s materialism, but they took issue with 
his sharp focus on human attributes and activities in isolation from the external mate-
rial world.

Philosophy of Marxism-Leninism concludes by explaining the important role of Marx’s 
conception of human history:
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Annotation 124 (continued)

Generally speaking, all philosophical viewpoints before Marx or outside of 
Marxism [including Feuerbach’s conception of humanist materialism] have a 
fundamental shortcoming: they are one-sided in the approaches and methodol-
ogies used to find answers to philosophical questions of human nature. There-
fore, in the history of humankind, there were many abstract ideas about human 
nature and idealist perceptions about human life as well as idealist methods to 
attempt to liberate humanity. These shortcomings were overcome by the Dialec-
tical Materialist viewpoint of humans and human nature.

Limitations of Viewpoints of Human Nature Prior to Dialectical Materialism
Before the development of Dialectical Materialist and Historical Materialist concep-

tions of humanity, the idea of “human nature” was quite limited, tending to be:
One-sided, considering the nature of humanity in only one aspect or from a very 

limited metaphysical perspective (see Metaphysics, Part 1, p. 8). Such conceptions of 
human nature tend to see humanity as static and unchanging or split human beings 
into metaphysical categories and/or listing characteristics without recognizing the dia-
lectical relationship between humanity and society. According to the textbook Philoso-
phy of Marxism-Leninism by Dr. Nguyen Ngoc Long:

Throughout history, there have been many different perceptions that differ-
entiate humans from animals. For example: humans have been considered as 
animals that can use tools, animals that have social characteristics, or even ani-
mals that can think, etc. All of these perceptions are one-sided because they only 
emphasize one aspect of the social nature of humans without pointing out the 
origin of that social nature.

Abstract, considering humanity in terms of “pure philosophy” without taking into 
consideration the concrete lives of human beings. In The German Ideology, Marx de-
manded that, in examining humanity, we must seek to understand “real, living man.”

Idealist, focusing entirely on human conscious activity without recognizing the 
dialectical relationship between matter and consciousness and the fact that material 
processes determine human conscious activity.

Mystical, describing human nature as determined by religious or spiritual forces, 
deities, or other supernatural phenomena. Such conceptions tend to be fideistic in 
nature, derived from “received wisdom” of religious texts or practices or taken “on 
faith,” rather than being derived from empirical or scientific observations of reality 
and human activity (see Fideism, Part 1, p. 56).

Historically, as Marx and Engels observed, philosophy has tended to exist to justify 
the ruling class in any given era of class society, and this extended to conceptions of 
human nature.54 For example, in the feudal era, “human nature” was conceived of in 
ways that tended to justify the feudal mode of production and the dominance of the 
ruling class of feudal lords, who were described as “noble” and inherently superior 
and separated from peasants and other oppressed classes who were seen as subservi-
ent “by nature.”

54	 See Annotation 124, p. 217.
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Annotation 124 (continued)

Such limitations are present today in bourgeois philosophy and ideology, which 
tends to be formulated to defend the capitalist mode of production. For example, a 
common conception of human nature in bourgeois ideology suggests that human 
beings are “naturally competitive” or “inherently greedy” and that capitalism thus 
“harnesses” this “innate capitalist human nature.” Capitalism is therefore described 
in many forms of bourgeois philosophy as a “natural fit” for humanity, even though 
capitalism has only existed for a very short time in comparison to the thousands of 
years of human history.

Historical Materialist conceptions of human nature overcome all of these limitations 
by recognizing the complex nature of humanity, seeking a comprehensive perspective 
of humanity through the analysis of internal and external relationships, as well as a 
historical perspective through the analysis of the development of humanity over time. 
This Historical Materialist conception of humanity is described in more detail in the 
following section.

In Theses on Feuerbach, Karl Marx briefly criticized previous conceptions of human na-
ture and affirmed his new conception: “the human essence is no abstraction inherent in 
each single individual. In its reality, it is the ensemble of the social relations.”

Annotation 125

Philosophy of Marxism-Leninism by Dr. Nguyen Ngoc Long further explains the His-
torical Materialist conception of human nature:

(Marx’s conception of human nature) affirms that: there is no abstract human 
nature that exists outside of all social and historical conditions and circumstanc-
es. Humans are always concrete and specific. This means that humans always live 
in specific historical conditions at a specific time. In those historical conditions, 
through our practical activities, humans create material and mental values for 
the existence and development of our physical and mental health. Humans can 
only truly express our social nature in that “ensemble of social relations.

Such ensembles of social relations include (but are not limited to):

•	 Relations between classes, individuals, and the mode of production

•	 Relations between politics and the economy

•	 Relations between the family, the individual, and society

It must be further understood that the above conception of the social nature of 
humans does not neglect the natural aspect of human life.55 The natural aspects 
of humanity exist in unity with social aspects. Even the biological needs of hu-
mans also have social characteristics.

For example, human beings need to interact with nature and with other humans to 
meet even the most basic biological needs. No human being can realistically survive in 
pure isolation without any other human beings forever.

The Dialectical Materialist philosophical methodology defines humanity and human

55	  See Annotation 118, p. 213.
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Annotation 125 (continued)

nature in terms of internal and external relationships. This interpretation of human na-
ture correctly asserts that social relations determine human nature through countless 
processes of development which are driven by these relationships, and that human 
nature is thus a complex and constantly developing phenomenon in which individual 
humans interact with and develop human society and vice-versa.

The basic limitation of the intuitive and metaphysical materialist perspective is that it 
has abstracted and absolutized the natural aspect of humankind and often underestimat-
ed the interpretation of humans from its socio-historical perspective. The intuitive and 
metaphysical materialist perspective essentially recognizes the natural aspect of humani-
ty alone, while ignoring the social aspect.

Annotation 126

“Intuitive and metaphysical materialism” refers to vulgar forms of materialism 
which fail to consider the complex social relations which also define humanity (along 
with the material/natural aspect). For instance, such conceptions might suffer from 
mechanical materialism which hold that human beings are exclusively defined by 
material processes. This perspective fails to take into account the role of human con-
sciousness which can impact back on material reality through conscious labor activity. 
Intuitive conceptions of human nature tend to suffer from various deviations from 
Dialectical Materialism which cause confusion, distortion in perception of reality, and 
other mistakes and lapses in analysis. Such deviations include:

Dogmatism refers to ignoring practical experience and holding pre-established the-
ory and ideas as unalterable truth. Mechanical materialists are often dogmatic in their 
belief that the material alone accounts for all change and development in the world, 
ignoring the evidence that conscious activities can impact back on the material world. 
Dogmatism can also lead to intuitive perceptions of “human nature,” wherein people 
preconceive of their own ideas about “human nature” and ignore all evidence which 
contradicts those preconceptions.

Solipsism is the belief that the self is the only basis for truth. Solipsism is the root 
cause of “intuitive” conceptions of human nature, as it exclusively relies on personal 
intuition as a basis for “discovering” truth solely in one’s own thoughts and ideas.

Subjectivism is the centering of one’s own self and one’s own conscious activities, 
as well as a failure to test one’s own perceptions against material and social reality. 
Subjectivists, like solipsists, tend to believe that they can reason their way to truth 
without testing their ideas against objective reality. This tends to lead to intuitive no-
tions of “human nature” that ultimately fail to discover truth.

In ignoring the social aspect of humanity, mechanical materialists neglect to recog-
nize the important ways in which social consciousness can impact back upon social 
being. This is further explained in Annotation 78, p. 140.

In contrast to the intuitive and metaphysical materialist conception of human nature, 
the Dialectical Materialist conception of human nature acknowledges the natural aspect, 
while also analyzing humans from the perspective of socio-historical relations, thereby 
discovering the social aspect of humanity. Furthermore, the social aspect of humanity 
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is the most essential aspect that makes a person a “person”; that is to say, it is the social 
aspect of humanity which distinguishes humans from other existences of the natural 
world. Thus, it is possible to define humans as a natural entity, but as a natural entity 
with social characteristics. Thus, in reality, human nature is “the ensemble of the social 
relations” because human society is composed of all relationships between people in all 
fields, including political, economic, cultural, and so on.

The Dialectical Materialist viewpoint of the social aspect of humanity is the explora-
tion of the formation and development of humanity – and the human ability to create 
history – through the analysis of the formation and development of social relations in 
history.

Annotation 127

The Historical Materialist perspective does not consider fields of study such as 
sociology, anthropology, human biology, psychology, natural history, and human 
history to be metaphysically distinct from one another. Instead, Historical Materialism 
examines the dialectical relationship between all of these fields to develop a compre-
hensive and historical understanding of humanity.

Historical Materialism is fundamentally the study of humanity using the Dialectical 
Materialist philosophical methodology which seeks understanding through the explo-
ration of internal and external relationships and the development which these rela-
tionships cause over time. Thus, it is critical to understand the origin and development 
of humanity to understand humanity today, to make reasonable predictions about the 
future, and to affect change in the material world.

Humans are uniquely able to create history because only humans are able to recall, 
organize, analyze, and interpret historic records through conscious activity. This gives 
human beings a unique and profound ability to understand how objective reality has 
developed over time. By analyzing and interpreting history we are able to develop 
a scientific understanding of how our own society has developed, the objective and 
material basis for this development, and the objective laws which govern this develop-
ment.

Historical Materialism is the application of Dialectical Materialist philosophy and 
Materialist Dialectical methodology to the study and analysis of human history. His-
torical Materialism exists with the objective of understanding the history and devel-
opment of capitalism so that it can ultimately be superseded and so that a stateless 
classless society can be built and human beings can begin collectively writing our own 
history without the inherent limitations of economic class division.

Marx explained in Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts that communism is “the 
complete return of man to himself as a social being – a return accomplished conscious-
ly and embracing the entire wealth of previous development.” This means that once 
human beings have built a communist society it will enable the human species to con-
sciously write our own history in ways that were not previously possible in class soci-
ety. Rather than being bound to the objective social forces of class struggle, humanity 
will be free to pursue objectives of our own collective choosing. This will only be pos-
sible once human society, the human individual, and the natural world are brought 
into harmonious unity, and this harmony must be built consciously, and collectively, by 
humanity as a whole. This is, in essence, communism as defined by Karl Marx:
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This communism, as fully developed naturalism, equals humanism, and as 
fully developed humanism equals naturalism; it is the genuine resolution of the 
conflict between man and nature and between man and man – the true reso-
lution of the strife between existence and essence, between objectification and 
self-confirmation, between freedom and necessity, between the individual and 
the species. Communism is the riddle of history solved, and it knows itself to be 
this solution.

From the anthropological viewpoint, i.e., from the viewpoint of the natural aspect of 
humanity, an enslaved person is simply a person. Only in the economic-political rela-
tions of the slave-owning society do they become an enslaved person. Under socialist 
political-economic relations, the same person would become a free person: a master and 
creator of history.

Thus, there is no inherent and constant “slave nature” of any person, derived from 
ethnicity, national origin, etc. The characteristic of being “enslaved” is an objective 
outcome of socio-political-economic relations under certain historical conditions. When 
these relationships change, it also creates a change in human nature. Therefore, the liber-
ation of human nature needs to be directed towards the liberation of economic, political, 
cultural, and social relations, through which the history-creating ability of humans can 
be promoted.

Annotation 128

Human beings in slave societies are not enslaved because of any characteristic relat-
ed to biology, national origin, or other subjective characteristics. Rather, human beings 
become enslaved because of objective material conditions which give rise to the phe-
nomenon of slavery. The Soviet textbook Fundamentals of Marxism-Leninism summariz-
es the material conditions which led to slavery in ancient societies:

The foundation of the production relations of this system was private owner-
ship not only of the means of production, but also of the workmen themselves 
as slaves. The slave-owner’s property rights over the slaves and over all they 
produced was determined by the level of development of the productive forces 
of that epoch. This level was sufficiently high to give rise to the possibility of 
exploitation of the working people. But at the same time productivity was still so 
low that exploitation of the workmen and appropriation of a part of what they 
produced could be accomplished only by reducing the consumption of slaves to a 
minimum, leaving them just enough to prevent them from dying of hunger.56 

Throughout history, various societies have attempted to justify exploitative practices 
such as slavery by developing ideologies which suggest that some groups of human 
beings are inferior to others. This constitutes false consciousness which has been fabri-
cated by ruling classes to excuse their own abuses against their fellow human beings. 
In truth, every human being has the capacity to be free and to have a voice and power 
in society. There is no objective justification for the exploitation or enslavement of any 
human being.

56	 The text from which this passage was taken can be found in full in Appendix K, p. 277.
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Annotation 128 (continued)

Class society itself is a manifestation of social relations of human beings and human-
ity will not be freed from class society through mysticism, technological innovation, 
nor any other such pursuit outside of the development of class consciousness of the 
working class. Only working class consciousness can lead to social revolution which 
will eliminate class society as explained Chapter 5, Section 2, starting on p. 207.

Of all the social relations which exist between human beings, economic relations are 
most important, as these objective/material relations play a determining role in the ex-
istence and development of humanity. This is the basis of Social-Economic Formation 
Theory which is explained more in Chapter 4 starting on  p. 159.

Thus, there are no non-historical humans. We are always attached to certain historical 
conditions. It is necessary from such a viewpoint to properly explain the ability of hu-
mans to create history. The limitations of the history-creating ability of peasants cannot 
be explained from their nature, but, on the contrary, must be explained from the per-
spective of the limited level of development of economic, political, and cultural relations 
of feudal society.

Annotation 129

In order for a “non-historical human” to exist, that human would have to have 
absolutely no relationship to any other human being, which is inherently impossible. 
All human beings are products of and participants in social relations, and these social 
relations lead to the development of human society, and this development is what we 
call history. Philosophy of Marxism-Leninism further explains the historical characteris-
tics of human beings:

If there were no natural world, no human society, and no history, then there 
would be no human beings. Therefore, humans are a product of history and of 
the long-term evolution of the biological world. However, the most important 
thing to remember is this: humans are always the subject of social history.

As social beings, humans engage in practical activities together. We impact 
nature, change nature, and at the same time in doing so, cause the development 
of social history. Animals rely on existing conditions of nature. Humans, on the 
other hand, develop nature with our practical activities, and create a second na-
ture following our purposes.

This “second nature” is the social aspect of humanity.

Thus, humans - from the social nature viewpoint - are a product of history. To the 
extent that history creates humans, humans also create history to the same extent. This 
is the dialectical relationship between humans, as the subject of history, and the history 
that we have created ourselves. Simultaneously, humans are regulated by the history we 
have created.

Annotation 130

Human society and human history exist in dialectical unity with each other. This 
is simply a manifestation of the Principle of Development of Dialectical Materialism. 
This principle states that:
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Development is a process that comes from within the thing-in-itself; the pro-
cess of solving the contradictions within things and phenomena. Therefore, de-
velopment is inevitable, objective, and occurs without dependence on human will.

Human society is defined by internal and external relationships which cause de-
velopment and change over time; and human history is simply the sum total of all of 
those developments over time. Humanity in our present capitalist society and human-
ity as it existed under feudalism are one in the same. Capitalism and feudalism are 
simply different stages of development of the same subject: humanity.

Philosophy of Marxism-Leninism further explains:
In the process of changing nature, humans also create our own history. Hu-

mans are a product of history and at the same time are the ones that create our 
own history. Production activities are, on the one hand, the necessary conditions 
for the existence of humans, and on the other hand, the method that we use to 
change our life and society. On the basis of fully understanding the social-his-
torical rules, and with both mental and material activities, humans cause the 
development of society from lower to higher levels, and to make the society 
more suitable to our needs. There would be no objective laws of development of 
human society if there were no human activities. And, by extension, there would 
be no history of the entirety of human society if there were no human activities.

Therefore, it can be seen that the basic limitation of the metaphysical materialist con-
ception of human nature is that it only sees the decisiveness of the historical situations 
upon humans, but does not see the creative relationship of humans in the process of 
changing the situation and therefore also changing ourselves.

Annotation 131

This metaphysical/mechanical materialist conception of human nature is rooted in a 
misunderstanding of the relationship between matter and consciousness.

Such “vulgar materialism” argues that matter and material processes completely 
dictate human consciousness. Thus, a metaphysical materialist conception of human 
history would argue that human beings are simply swept up in objective processes of 
history without any ability to affect the development of human society. Similarly, a 
metaphysical materialist conception of human nature would argue that human beings 
lack agency in the world and are unable to affect the world.

The Dialectical Materialist conception argues, in contrast, that matter determines 
consciousness but that consciousness can impact back on matter through conscious 
labor activity. Thus, human history is determined by objective material processes but 
human beings are capable of impacting back on those processes. A Dialectical Materi-
alist conception of human nature must allow for the human ability to impact back on 
our society and to intervene in historical processes.

Ultimately, the Dialectical Materialist conception of humanity must accurately 
reflect the conception of the relationship between matter and consciousness without 
straying into metaphysical materialism, which holds that material processes com-
pletely dictate the development of humanity, while simultaneously avoiding idealism, 
which holds that human consciousness can completely determine material processes.
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Marx asserted that:
The materialist doctrine that men are products of circumstances and upbring-

ing… forgets that it is men who change circumstances, and that the educator 
must himself be educated.”

In the work Dialectics of Nature, Engels also argued that: 
Animals also have a history, that of their derivation and gradual evolution 

to their present position. This history, however, is made for them, and as far as 
they themselves take part in it, this occurs without their knowledge or desire. 
On the other hand, the more that human beings become removed from animals 
in the narrower sense of the word, the more they make their own history 
consciously…

Therefore, as a social entity, people - through practical activities - affect the natural 
world and modify the natural world according to their needs for survival and develop-
ment. At the same time, people also create their own history and carry out the develop-
ment of that history.

Annotation 132

Humanity is able to consciously develop itself through practical activity, but there 
are limitations to this conscious development – especially in class society. As Marx 
wrote in The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte:

Men make their own history, but they do not make it as they please; they do 
not make it under self-selected circumstances, but under circumstances existing 
already, given and transmitted from the past. The tradition of all dead genera-
tions weighs like a nightmare on the brains of the living.

Class society is a major impediment to humanity’s ability to consciously develop our 
own history. This is because class society forces humanity to develop in accordance 
with class struggle - contradiction and opposition which occurs between competing 
classes of human society. Once class society is abolished entirely humanity will have 
much more freedom to collectively—and consciously—determine our own social 
self-development. This is discussed more in Annotation 115, p. 210.

From the Marxist-Leninist scientific conception of humanity, the following important 
methodological implications can be drawn:

First, it is impossible to scientifically explain human problems only through examin-
ing the natural aspect of humanity; it is fundamental to also examine the social aspect of 
humanity, i.e., the economic and social relations of humans.

Second, the fundamental driving force of the progress and development of society 
is the capacity of humanity to create history. Therefore, we must promote the creative 
capacity of each person, because humans are the main driving force of the progress and 
development of society.

Third, human liberation, in order to promote history-creating ability of humanity, 
must be directed towards the cause of liberating social-economic relations. In that 
methodological sense, it can be seen that one of the most fundamental values of the 
socialist revolution lies in the goal of thoroughly abolishing oppressive and exploitative 
social-economic relations which suppress the ability of humans to create history. Revo-
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lution must also carry out the cause of liberating all of humankind by building socialist 
and communist social-economic relations in order to establish and develop a society 
where one person’s creation becomes the condition for another’s freedom and creativity. 
That is also the most noble moral philosophy of communism: “One for all and all for 
one.”

Annotation 133

The phrase “one for all and all for one” was made most famous by Alexandre 
Dumas57 as the oath of the main characters in his novel The Three Musketeers, but its 
origins go back centuries, originally formulated in Latin as “unus pro omnibus, omnes 
pro uno.”

This slogan became widely adopted by communists around the world during the 
20th century. As an example, it was used by Soviet labor brigades of the 1960s and 
was featured as a principle of the “Moral Code of the Builder of Communism ” which 
was adopted by the Communist Party of the Soviet Union in 1961. In Vietnam, the 
expression is translated as “một người vì mọi người, mọi người vì một người,” and 
it is commonly used by Vietnamese communists to express the spirit and attitude of 
communist revolution.

For example, the expression was used in The Great Unity, the official newspaper of 
Vietnam’s Fatherland Front during the outbreak of COVID in 2020:

One for all and all for one refers not only to each person’s awareness of the 
community, but also to the actions and gestures of sacrificing the interests of 
individuals, organizations, and businesses, joining hands to prevent the epidemic.

Notably, “all for one and one for all” was the favorite motto of Jenny Marx58, daugh-
ter of Karl Marx.  The expression was also used by Ho Chi Minh in “What Are Socialist 
Ideologies and Socialist Manners?” which can be found in Appendix J, p. 276.

57	 (1802-1870) French novelist and playwright.
58	 (1844-1883) Married name: Jenny Caroline Marx Longuet. Pen name: J. Williams. One of four daughters of 

Karl Marx (all named Jenny). Jenny Caroline Marx was, like her father, a socialist writer and activist. 



230  Historical Materialism

II . DEFINITION OF THE MASSES AND THE HISTORY-CREATING 
ROLE OF THE MASSES

"50 Year Anniversary of the Liberation of the South of Vietnam — 
Uphold the Spirit of Unity, Fortitude, and Self-Reliance in Building and Defending the Nation"

1. Definition of the masses
Humans are the creators of history, but not in a way that is individual, discrete, nor 

isolated. Rather, history is a process of gathering people together into well-organized 
social communities, led by individuals or organizations, in order to solve historical tasks 
in the economic, political, and cultural fields of society. We refer to such gathered and 
organized social community within a society as the masses.

The basic forces forming the community of the masses include:
First, workers, who produce material and intellectual wealth. The workers are the 

basic nucleus of the community of the masses.
Second, people who oppose the oppressive, exploitative ruling class.
Third, social classes and strata that directly or indirectly promote social progress 

through their activities in all areas of social life.
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The masses are not an unchanging community, but in fact, are constantly changing in 
accordance with the changes of historical missions which exist during certain periods 
and at certain levels of development.

However, the most fundamental force of the masses are the workers who produce 
material and intellectual wealth for the survival and development of society. In addi-
tion, depending on certain historical conditions, the community of the masses may also 
include different class forces and social classes.

Annotation 134

According to Philosophy of Marxism-Leninism:
The processes of motion and development of history result from the activities 

of a massive group of people, called “the masses,” under the leadership of an 
individual or an organization to fulfill their purposes and to meet their demands.

Based on different social historical conditions and the mission of each era, the 
masses include different component classes and social strata.

In short: the masses consist of groups of people that share a fundamental 
interest. The masses contain different groups, classes, and social strata who act 
under the same leadership of a person, organization, or political party to solve 
the economic-political-social issues of a specific era. . . The masses is a historical 
category. It changes in accordance with the development of social history.

The transition from feudalism to capitalism can be considered as an example of how 
“the masses” can change and develop over time.

Under feudalism, the monarch and feudal lords were the ruling class. These rulers 
of society held power over the working masses, which included peasants, craftsmen, 
merchants, and other strata of oppressed working people.

Over time, the masses came under the leadership of the emerging revolutionary 
bourgeois class. The bourgeoisie developed an ideological program of “bourgeois de-
mocracy” and organized (through economic employment and political indoctrination) 
the emerging “working class” into a mass formation of society which it led to social 
revolution against the old feudal ruling class.

Prior to this development, “the masses” of working people were under the lead-
ership and direction of the feudal class. Monarchs and feudal lords led and directed 
society to solve the problems of securing food and other necessities so that human life 
could be sustained.

The bourgeoisie could not have become the ruling class on its own. In order to enact 
a successful revolution against the feudal class, it became necessary for the bourgeoi-
sie to organize the other oppressed classes into a mass movement which was large 
and powerful enough to successfully wage social revolution. Only then could society 
advance to the next stage of development, from feudalism to capitalism. The necessity 
of social revolution in advancing society is discussed more in Annotation 36, p. 53.

After the bourgeoisie seized leadership of the masses, the character of the masses 
and all of society fundamentally changed. Now workers are organized under the 
leadership of bourgeois political parties. Such parties, which are controlled by the cap-
italist class, are responsible for leading and organizing the masses to provide for the 
material needs of humanity under capitalism.
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Annotation 134 (continued)

Dr. Doan The Anh, professor at the Ho Chi Minh National Academy of Politics, 
gives the following definition to “social progress:”

Social progress is the forward path of society. The founders of Scientific So-
cialism determined that social progress is the process of development of human 
society from lower levels to higher levels, from one socio-economic form to 
another, higher socio-economic form, which brings better material and mental/
intellectual value, furthering the perfection of human nature. Thus, the connota-
tion of social progress must simultaneously and correspondingly manifest from 
the development of productive forces to the development of production relations; 
from the development of the economic base to the development of superstruc-
ture; from the development of social being to the development of social con-
sciousness; from improving the standard of living of people and making people 
free from all oppression, exploitation, injustice, to the comprehensive develop-
ment and self-mastery of their own lives.

The task of Scientific Socialism – and the historical mission of the working class – is 
to develop a proletarian leadership for the masses. This can only be achieved through 
the development of working-class political parties which will eventually enact social 
revolution and seize control of the state. Once the working masses lead themselves the 
conditions will finally exist for class society to be dismantled.

2. The history-creating role of the masses and the role of the individuals in history
Before the development of the Marxist-Leninist methodology and the viewpoint of 

Historical Materialism, historians did not properly perceive the history-creating role 
of the masses. This was because of the inherent limitations of the theoretical origins of 
previous studies of human history, including idealist and religious viewpoints as well as 
metaphysical methods of analyzing problems in society.

According to the Historical Materialist viewpoint, the masses are the true creators of 
history, and the force that determines the development of history. Therefore, history is, 
first and foremost, the history of the masses’ activities in all fields of society.

Three principles of historical development define and outline the role of the masses in 
creating history:

First, the masses are the fundamental productive force of every society which directly 
produce material wealth to meet the needs of existence and development of humans and 
society. This is the most important need of every society at all times and in all historical 
periods.

Second, along with the process of creating material wealth, the masses are also the 
force that directly or indirectly create the intellectual values of society. The masses 
directly or indirectly “verify” the intellectual values that have been created by genera-
tions of humans and individuals throughout history. The activities of the masses are the 
decisive practical basis and the source of the cultural and mental creations of society. 
All intellectual values ultimately exist to serve the activities of the masses and only have 
practical meaning once materialized by the people’s practical activities.

Third, the working masses are the fundamental driving force of all revolutions and 
reforms in history. Human history has proven that no revolution or social reform can 



233Humans and the History-Creating Role of the Masses

succeed if it does not come from the interests and aspirations of the masses. With such 
meaning, it can be said that the revolution is a “festival of the masses” and that, in that 
festival, the masses create history rapidly - “one day is equal to twenty years.”

Thus, revolutions and social reforms rely upon the masses, and the creativity of the 
masses also require revolutions and social reforms in order to develop. That is the dia-
lectic of the social development process.

Annotation 135

As Lenin wrote in "Two Tactics of Social-Democracy in the Democratic Revolution:"
Revolutions are the locomotives of history, said Marx. Revolutions are the fes-

tivals of the oppressed and the exploited. At no other time are the masses of the 
people in a position to come forward so actively as creators of a new social order 
as at a time of revolution. At such times the people are capable of performing 
miracles, if judged by the narrow, philistine scale of gradual progress.

Lenin went on to explain the decisive role which class conscious ideologists and 
leaders must play in guiding the masses to revolution towards social revolution 
against capitalism:

But the leaders of the revolutionary parties must also make their aims more 
comprehensive and bold at such a time, so that their slogans shall always be in 
advance of the revolutionary initiative of the masses, serve as a beacon, reveal to 
them our democratic and socialist ideal in all its magnitude and splendour and 
show them the shortest and most direct route to complete, absolute and decisive 
victory.

The history-creating role of the masses can never be separated from the specific roles of each in-
dividual, especially the roles of individuals in positions of leadership in each community. 
According to Lenin:

Not a single class in history has achieved power without producing its political 
leaders, its prominent representatives able to organize a movement and lead it.

The concept of individual refers to every particular human being who lives in a certain 
social community and is distinguished from other human beings through uniqueness 
and universality. Accordingly, each individual is a unified whole with both individual 
and universal characteristics. Individuals are the subjects of labor and of all social rela-
tions and consciousness. Through creative labor processes, individuals perform social 
functions in every period of development in history.

Annotation 136

Social change and revolution results from contradiction between three core subjects:
The masses, which include all working human beings who provide humanity with 

the essential needs of life.
Individuals, of which the masses are composed.
Ideological revolutionary leaders, who are themselves individual members of the 

masses, and who help to develop and disseminate the ideological programs which 
build class consciousness.
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Annotation 136 (continued)

Building towards social revolution, therefore, is a dialectical process in which all 
of these subjects define and develop each other. The masses must develop class con-
sciousness and solidarity to consciously engage in revolution. This means that individ-
uals must be developed over time until enough of the masses are conscious enough to 
participate in revolution. This means that social revolutionary leaders are needed to 
inspire, teach, and develop individuals towards social revolution.

As the masses create history, each individual—depending on their position, functions, 
roles, and specific creative capacity—can participate in the process of creating the histo-
ry of the masses. In this sense, each individual of every community has “imprinted” its 
mark on the history-creating process, although the extent and scale of this imprint may 
vary. However, leaving the deepest imprints in the historical process are often the lead-
ers, and especially great people. Great people are outstanding individuals in the fields of 
politics, economics, science, art, etc.

In Marxism-Leninism, the concept of leaders is often used to refer to outstanding in-
dividuals created by the revolutionary movement of the masses who are strongly asso-
ciated with the masses. In order to become a leader of the masses and be trusted by the 
masses, a leader must possess the following basic qualities:

First, they must have erudite scientific knowledge and be able to grasp the trends of 
the motion and development of history.

Second, they must be capable of gathering the masses, unifying the will and actions of 
the masses in the settlement of historical tasks, and promoting the progress and develop-
ment of history.

Third, they must be closely attached to the masses, and must sacrifice their own indi-
vidual interests for the interests of the masses.

In any period and in any social community, if history sets forth tasks that need to be 
solved, leaders will inevitably emerge from the mass movement who will meet those 
tasks.

Thus, absolutizing the role of the masses while forgetting the role of the individuals 
—or absolutizing the role of individuals, leaders, and great people while disregarding 
the role of the masses—constitutes a failure to properly apply the Historical Materialist 
methodology in the study of history. Such failure to properly understand the dialectical 
relationship between individuals and the masses will make it impossible to accurately 
explain the motion and development processes of human history in general as well as 
each social community history in particular.

Annotation 137

Before the development of Historical Materialism, a common misconception about 
society was the “great man” theory of history. This theory held that human history 
moved forward primarily and essentially because of the actions of individual “great” 
human beings who moved society forward through their will, intellect, and other per-
sonal qualities.

This is an idealist conception of history as it attributes the motion of history to the 
consciousness of particular individual human beings.
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Annotation 137 (continued)

Historical Materialism refutes the “great man” theory of history by recognizing that 
the primary and essential motion of history is material motion which occurs within 
the material base and social being of human society. Individuals, including “great” 
individuals, do play a role in history, but only insomuch as they are able to impact the 
masses and human society through conscious activity. This is consistent with the Di-
alectical Materialist conception of human history which states that human conscious-
ness can impact the objective world through conscious labor activities.

Historical Materialism also recognizes that leaders and “great” people emerge from 
the masses and from the material forces of history. That is to say, every period of class 
struggle will eventually lead to leaders emerging to impact the rest of society and to 
develop ideologies which will lead to social revolution. It must be understood that 
individual leaders, themselves, do not “create” history and do not have any sort of 
metaphysical/mystical properties such as are ascribed by the “great man” theory of 
history.

As Engels wrote in a letter to Borgius in 1894:
Men make their history themselves, but not as yet with a collective will or 

according to a collective plan. . . Their efforts clash, and for that very reason all 
such societies are governed by necessity, which is supplemented by and appears 
under the forms of accident. The necessity which here asserts itself amidst all 
accident is again ultimately economic necessity. This is where the so-called great 
men come in for treatment. That such and such a man and precisely that man 
arises at that particular time in that given country is of course pure accident. But 
cut him out and there will be a demand for a substitute, and this substitute will 
be found, good or bad, but in the long run he will be found. That Napoleon, just 
that particular Corsican, should have been the military dictator whom the French 
Republic, exhausted by its own war, had rendered necessary, was an accident; 
but that, if a Napoleon had been lacking, another would have filled the place, is 
proved by the fact that the man has always been found as soon as he became nec-
essary: Caesar, Augustus, Cromwell, etc.

Scientific Socialism demands that all Scientific Socialists strive to become leaders 
and to seek greatness by developing class consciousness among the masses, leading 
the masses, and building and organizing towards social revolution.

The history-creating role of the masses depends on objective and subjective conditions, 
which include (but are not limited to):

•	 The development level of the mode of production.
•	 The awareness level of each individual, each class, or each social force.
•	 The level of social organization.
•	 The nature of the social system.

Therefore, the analysis of the historical creative role of the masses needs to be consid-
ered from a comprehensive and historical perspective.

The Marxist-Leninist theory of the history-creating role of the masses—as well as the 
role of individuals—in the historical process has provided an important scientific meth-
odology for cognitive and cultural activities through two significant achievements:
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First, the scientific explanation of the decisive role of the masses in making history 
has erased the error of idealism that has long dominated human consciousness in the 
analysis of the motivations and forces which create human history, and has provided a 
scientific methodology for the study and assessment of history through the analysis of 
the dialectical relations between the masses and individuals.

Second the explanation of the decisive role of the masses has provided a scientific 
methodology for communist parties to analyze social forces and to organize and build 
up the people’s mass force in the socialist revolution. This allows for the alliance of the 
working class with the peasantry and the intelligentsia—under the leadership of the 
communist party—which is the basis through which all possible forces must be gathered 
to create great impetus in the socialist revolution all the way through to the final victory.
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Uphold victory and enthusiastically move forward!
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AFTERWORD

This concludes Part 2 of the Vietnamese curriculum of Marxism-Leninism. Parts 1 and 
2 of this curriculum, taken together, constitute a full year of study for a typical Vietnam-
ese college student. Taken together, Dialectical and Historical Materialism are the ideo-
logical foundation of all Marxist-Leninist theory and practice.

The rest of the curriculum will build upon this foundation by giving students a deep-
er understanding of class society and the measures that must be taken to bring about 
its end through social revolution. At the time of publication of this book, we at Banyan 
House are already in the process of translating and editing the rest of the curriculum, 
which consists of:

Part 3: Political Economy
This section condenses the three cardinal volumes of Capital by Karl Marx and covers 

three primary doctrines:
1.	 The doctrine of value.
2.	 The doctrine of surplus value.
3.	 The doctrines of monopolist capitalism and state monopolist capitalism.

Political Economy, in this course, can be considered the application of dialectical 
materialism and materialist dialectics to the analysis and understanding of the capitalist 
mode of production from the perspective of the socialist revolutionary movement.

Part 4: Scientific Socialism
This section relies on an established understanding of dialectical materialism, histor

ical materialism, and political economy as a foundation for developing socialist revolu
tion. The three chapters of this section on Scientific Socialism are:

1.	 The Historical Mission of the Working Class and the Socialist Revolution.
2.	 The Primary Social-Political Issues of the Process of Building a Socialist 

Revolution.
3.	 Realistic Socialism and Potential Socialism.

Moving Forward
We believe that this book, along with Part 1 of the curriculum, provides the reader 

with enough of a foundation to continue studying Marxist-Leninist works and to begin 
applying the principles of Historical Materialism in the analysis of human society and its 
historical development. That said, we highly discourage readers from self-study in isola-
tion, just as we discourage individual political action. The best way to study socialism is 
alongside other socialists.

Depending on where you live, you may be able to find political education resources 
provided by communist parties, socialist book clubs, or other organizations. If such 
resources aren’t available, it should be fairly easy to find study groups, workshops, and 
affinity groups online where you can study with like-minded comrades.
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"Victory will be ours"

Our most sincere hope is that you will apply what is learned from this curriculum in 
your daily life and in your political practice. As Ho Chi Minh once said:

To study Marxism-Leninism is to learn the spirit in which one should deal 
with things, with other people, and with oneself.

In the following pages we provide several appendices which include reference ma-
terial as well as articles and excerpts from texts which we find to be excellent examples 
of Historical Materialism applied to the study of humanity by Marxist-Leninist schol-
ars from Vietnam and from the Soviet Union. As with the curriculum itself, we have 
provided annotations to provide context for the theoretical concepts and terminology 
being applied. We hope that this material will give you an even deeper insight into how 
Historical Materialism can be used to analyze the conditions of society and to plan and 
implement the work of social revolution.

In Closing
We would like to thank, one last time, Gerald Horne and Anthony Ballas for your 

wonderful introduction to this text as well as David Peat for your invaluable assistance 
in making this text legible. Finally, we want to acknowledge the monumental work of 
the Vietnamese scholars who wrote and revised the original text from which this volume 
is drawn. We also want to recognize once more the donors and supporters who have 
given us the precious resource of time to translate and annotate this work. If you would 
like to download the free digital version of this book, support future translation work, or 
get in touch, you can visit our website:

BanyanHouse.org
We will leave you, once again, with the immortal words of the Manifesto:

WORKERS OF THE WORLD, UNITE!
YOU HAVE NOTHING TO LOSE BUT YOUR CHAINS.

In Solidarity,
- Luna Nguyen, Translator & Annotations
- Emerican Johnson, Editor, Illustrator, & Annotations
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Appendix A

DIALECTICAL MATERIALISM FUNDAMENTALS

This is a summary of the foundational elements of Dialectical Materialism and Materi-
alist Dialectics with corresponding references to Part 1 of this curriculum:

BASIC PAIRS OF CATEGORIES USED IN MATERIALIST DIALECTICS
Private & Common

See p. 128.
Reason & Result

See p. 138.
Obviousness & Randomness

See p. 144.

Content & Form
See p. 147.

Essence & Phenomenon
See p. 156.

Possibility & Reality
See p. 160.

THE TWO BASIC PRINCIPLES OF DIALECTICAL MATERIALISM

The Principle of General Relationships
“Materialist dialectics upholds the position that all things, phenomena, and ideas exist 

in mutual relationships with each other, regulate each other, transform into each other, 
and that nothing exists in complete isolation.” From this Principle we derive the Charac-
teristic of Diversity in Unity and the Characteristic of Unity in Diversity. See Part 1, p. 110.

The Principle of Development
“Development is a process that comes from within the thing-in-itself; the process of 

solving the contradictions within things and phenomena. Therefore, development is in-
evitable, objective, and occurs without dependence on human will.” From this principle 
we derive the Characteristics of Objectiveness of Development, Generality of Develop-
ment, and Diversity of Development. — See Part 1, p. 124.

THE THREE UNIVERSAL LAWS OF MATERIALIST DIALECTICS

The Law of Transformation Between Quantity and Quality
“In nature, in a manner exactly fixed for each individual case, qualitative changes can 

only occur by the quantitative addition or subtraction or motion.” See Part 1, p. 163.
The Law of Unification and Contradiction Between Opposites
“The fundamental, originating, and universal driving force of all motion and devel-

opment processes is the inherent and objective contradiction which exists in all things, 
phenomena, and ideas.” — See Part 1, p. 175.

The Law of Negation of Negation
“The true, natural, historical, and dialectical negation is (formally) the moving source 

of all development — the division into opposites, their struggle and resolution, and 
what is more, on the basis of experience gained, the original point is achieved again 
(partly in history, fully in thought), but at a higher stage.” — See Part 1, p. 185.
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Appendix B

LAWS OF HISTORICAL MATERIALISM

Law of Suitability Between Relations of Production and Productive Forces
“The development level of productive forces must suit the development level of the 

relations of production.”
Whenever productive forces develop to such a degree that they are no longer suitable 

with the relations of production, this creates an objective need for the relations of pro-
duction to change. Until the relations of production develop to a more suitable form, 
human material production processes will be inefficient and many problems will result 
from this lack of suitability.

See p. 42 for more information.

Law of the Economic Base Determining the Superstructure of Society
“Every economic base forms a suitable superstructure to maintain and protect the 

base.”
Changes in the base create an objective need to have corresponding changes in the 

superstructure. Contradictions in the base are reflected in the contradictions within the 
superstructure. Struggles between different socio-political ideologies as well as conflicts 
between different socio-political interests all have root causes in class struggle to benefit 
from the economic base of society.

See p. 90 for more information.

Law of the Relationship Between Social Being and Social Consciousness
“Social being determines social consciousness, while social consciousness impacts 

back upon social being.”
This follows the dialectical materialist understanding of the relationship of matter and 

consciousness. Note that in this relationship, social consciousness maintains relative inde-
pendence (not complete independence) from social being.

See p. 124 for more information.
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Appendix C

PRINCIPLES OF SOCIAL FORMATION THEORY
AND RULES OF HISTORICAL MATERIALIST METHODOLOGY

Foundation of Dialectical 
Materialism

Principle of 
Social Formation Theory

Historical Materialist 
Methodology Rule

1. Dialectical 
Materialist conception 
of relationship 
between matter and 
consciousness:

Matter determines 
consciousness.

Material production is the 
basis of social life, the mode 
of production determines 
the level of development 
of society, and therefore, 
material production is also 
the factor which determines 
the development level of 
society and the general 
course of human history

We must strictly avoid 
basing our study of the 
development of human 
society primarily on the 
subjective thoughts, ideas, 
and will of humans. We 
must, instead, focus on the 
development level of social 
production in general and 
the mode of production in 
particular when studying 
the historical development 
of human society.

2. Principle of General 
Relationships:

All things, phenomena, 
and ideas exist in mutual 
relationship with each 
other, regulate each other, 
and transform each other. 
Nothing exists in complete 
isolation.

Society is not a random, 
mechanical combination 
of individuals, but a living 
organism. Aspects of 
society exist in a closely 
unified structural system 
which interact with each 
other. Within this system, 
the relations of production 
play the fundamental role, 
determining other social 
relations.

To accurately explain 
society, it is necessary 
to use the scientific 
abstraction methodology 
- that is, it is necessary to 
start from the material 
relations of production of a 
society in order to analyze 
various other aspects of 
that society.

3. Principle of 
Development:

Development is a process 
that comes from within the 
thing-in-itself; the process 
of solving contradictions 
within things and 
phenomena. Therefore, 
development is inevitable, 
objective, and occurs 
without dependence on 
human will.

The development of 
society is a natural 
historical process of social 
development that takes 
place according to objective 
laws, and not according to 
human subjective will.

In order to properly 
understand and effectively 
solve social problems, it is 
necessary to study deeply 
the laws of motion and 
development of society.

For a full explanation of these principles and rules and how they correspond to 

foundations of Dialectical Materialism, see Annotation 98, p. 176.
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Appendix D

STRUCTURE OF HUMAN SOCIETY
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Appendix E

SUBJECTIVITY AND OBJECTIVITY IN
DIALECTICAL MATERIALISM AND HISTORICAL MATERIALISM

Distinguishing between subjectivity and objectivity is critically important in under-
standing and applying the principles of Dialectical Materialism, Materialist Dialectics, 
and Historical Materialism.

Subjectivity relates to the internal.
Objectivity relates to the external.

Subjectivity and Objectivity are always relative.

SUBJECT

OBJECTIVE
WORLD

SUBJECTIVE FACTORS
(Internal to Subject)

OBJECTIVE FACTORS
(External to Subject)

Subjectivity and objectivity are relative concepts which pertain to 
internal and external relationships.

Objective as the General and Subjective as the Specific
Another way of thinking about subjectivity and objectivity is in terms of the "specific" 

and the "general." These concepts are related to the private and common category pair of 
Materialist Dialectics which is discussed more in Part 1 starting on p. 128.

More Speci�c/SubjectiveMore General/Objective

UNIVERSAL
Most General/Objective

UNIQUE
Most Speci�c/Subjective

Subjectivity and objectivity also relate to specificity and generality.

In terms of generality and specificity, objective laws and factors generally encompass 
specific subjects. As objectivity and generality increase, more subjects are encompassed, 
and vice-versa.

•	 The most objective laws, factors, and phenomena are factors which are 
considered universal as they encompass all subjects in the universe.

•	 The most specific factors are considered unique as they have only one spe-
cific existence in the universe.

All subjects have both universal and unique aspects. This is the principle of Unity in 
Diversity and Diversity in Unity which is further explained in Part 1 starting on p. 108.
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Defining a Subject Through Internal and External Relationships
A subject is a thing, phenomenon, or idea with a stable form which exists and devel-

ops over time. Every subject is defined, changed, and developed by internal and external 
relationships.

•	 Internal (subjective) relationships drive the internal motion and develop-
ment of a subject. The combination of all a subject’s internal relationships 
essentially define that subject.

•	 External (objective) relationships govern the development of a subject via 
objective laws. External relationships impact and change a subject through 
processes of dialectical contradiction and negation.

External relationships can further define a subject, especially as part of an encompass-
ing system. For example: a left shoe’s external relationship with a right shoe defines it in 
the context of the encompassing system of “a pair of shoes.”

Definition and Characteristics of the Objective
The objective encompasses everything that is external to a subject. What is considered 

objective depends on the subject at hand.
Examples:

•	 From the perspective of Bob, Alice is objective.
•	 Relative to the Earth, the moon is objective. Relative to our Solar System, 

both the Earth and the moon are subjective.

Definition of Objective Laws
Objective laws are laws which generally and universally govern everything which is 

relatively subjective to some objective system of relationships.

Objective Laws of Dialectical Materialism and Materialist Dialectics
Dialectical Materialism and Materialist Dialectics constitute a universal philosophy 

and methodology which encompasses the analysis of all things, phenomena, and ideas. 
As such, the universal laws of Dialectical Materialism are laws which are theorized to 
govern and regulate all things, phenomena, and ideas in our universe.

SUBJECT

SUBJECTIVE FACTORS
(Internal to Subject) OBJECTIVE FACTORS

(External to Subject)

OBJECTIVE LAWS

MATERIAL CONDITIONS

OTHER SUBJECTS

GOVERN
DEVELOPMENT

DETERMINE
DEVELOPMENT

IMPACT
DEVELOPMENT

IMPACTS
BACK

DRIVES
DEVELOPMENT

Overview of Subjective and Objective Factors and Properties.
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Objective Factors of Humanity
All human beings share certain characteristics, needs, and objective factors/conditions.
Examples:

•	 All human beings have objective needs which must be met for survival 
such as food, clothing, shelter, etc.

•	 All human beings must engage in material production processes to meet 
objective needs to sustain and reproduce our own lives.

•	 All human beings evolved in nature; exist in dialectical unity with nature; 
and are governed by the same laws of nature.

Objective Laws of Historical Materialism
Historical Materialism is the application of Dialectical Materialism and Materialist 

Dialectics to the analysis of human society. Therefore, the objective laws of Historical 
Materialism are laws which are theorized to govern and regulate all of human society.In 
order for a law to be considered objective within the framework of Historical Material-
ism, it must be objective to all of humanity. This means that an objective law of Historical 
Materialism must apply to all human societies at all times and in all places throughout 
history.

The laws of Dialectical Materialism and Materialist Dialectics govern humanity just 
as they govern all other subjects in the universe. The laws and principles of Historical 
Materialism are derived from—and must not contradict—the laws of Dialectical Materi-
alism and Materialist Dialectics.

Objective Laws
of Dialectical Materialism

Govern and Regulate All Things, Phenomena, and Ideas in the Universe

Objective Laws
of Historical Materialism

Govern and Regulate All of Humanity While Being Governed by
Objective Laws of Dialectical Materialism

THE UNIVERSE

HUMANITY

Laws of Dialectical Materialism govern all subjects in our universe; Laws of Historical 
Materialism are rooted in the Laws of Dialectical Materialism and govern all of humanity.
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Laws of Historical Materialism Reflect Laws of Dialectical Materialism
Dialectical Materialism asserts a universal conception of the relationship between 

matter and consciousness: that matter determines consciousness while consciousness can 
impact back upon the material world. Historical Materialist theory is objective relative to 
human society, but subjective relative to the laws of Dialectical Materialism. The laws 
of Historical Materialism, therefore, must uphold the universal Dialectical Materialist 
conception of the relationship between matter and consciousness. Based on these truths, 
we arrive at this summarization:

The objective laws of Historical Materialism are laws which govern and 
regulate all human societies in every time and place in accordance with the 
universally objective laws of Dialectical Materialism and Materialist Dialectics.

Subjective Factors of Historical Materialism
Within the framework of Historical Materialism, subjective factors are any factors 

which are not shared universally by all of human society. Subjective factors vary from 
time and place and contribute to the richness and diversity of human civilization.

Examples:
•	 Political power levels of different classes can vary over time and lead to 

drastically different conditions and outcomes for revolutionary activities.
•	 International relations can impact greatly on human societies. War, colo-

nization, imperialism, and other relations can negatively impact a nation, 
just as peaceful relations and trade can greatly benefit nations.

•	 Social consciousness and social psychology can vary significantly and can 
have great impact in the development of a society; i.e., the development of 
class consciousness is a prerequisite for social revolution which must be 
carried out before a society can move from one mode of production to the 
next.

Subjective Factors are Governed and Regulated by Objective Laws
Subjective factors can significantly impact the development of a specific human soci-

ety, but they cannot override or contradict the objective laws of Historical Materialism.
•	 Objective conditions determine the existence of any and every human so-

ciety. In particular, the economic base of human society plays a determin-
ing role in the development of human society because economic processes 
of material production allow human beings to survive and reproduce in 
the natural world. As such, the objective laws of Historical Materialism 
govern and regulate all human societies regardless of subjective factors.

•	 Subjective factors must also be considered in the analysis of any and every 
human society because subjective/internal relationships drive the motion 
and development of every society (just as internal relationships drive the 
motion and development of all things, phenomena, and ideas).

•	 Subjective laws do exist, but by their nature they are not universal, nor do 
they pertain to all aspects of human society. Whereas objective laws are 
inherently eternal, many subjective laws may change and develop over 
time. Objective laws govern and regulate subjective laws.
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Properly Assessing Objectivity and Subjectivity
Our analysis of human society must avoid errors of objectivity and subjectivity:

•	 We must not absolutize the objective nor should we ignore the subjective. 
To do so leads to errors of mechanical materialism, empiricism, etc. Such 
errors falsely assert that only objective factors and laws matter in the de-
velopment processes of humanity while neglecting to account for subjec-
tive factors.

•	 We must not absolutize the subjective nor should we ignore the objective. 
To do so leads to errors of idealism and false conceptions of history such 
as “Great Man Theory.” Such errors falsely assert that human conscious-
ness and other subjective factors fully determine the historical devel-
opment of humanity which contradicts the objective laws of Dialectical 
Materialism, Materialist Dialectics, and Historical Materialism.

In our analysis of the historical development of humanity, we must properly compre-
hend the relationship between the objective and the subjective:

•	 Objective laws govern and regulate human societies, while subjective fac-
tors can impact back upon the development path of a specific social-eco-
nomic formation.

•	 Objective social existence determines subjective social consciousness but 
social consciousness can impact back upon social existence.

•	 The objective economic base objectively determines the development of 
the subjective superstructure of society, but the superstructure has signifi-
cant impact on the course of development of a social-economic formation.

•	 The development of subjective social consciousness is a vital prerequisite 
to the objective economic transitioning from one stage of development of 
the mode of production to the next.

The Subjective Role of the Revolutionary Leader
As Marx pronounced in his "Theses on Feurbach:"

The philosophers have only interpreted the world, in various ways. The point, 
however, is to change it.

Historical Materialism as an analytical methodology exists to guide the working class 
to social revolution. This theory empowers the working class by properly teaching us 
that we have the capability to impact the development of human society through our 
subjective conscious activities and by helping us understand the objective laws which 
govern those activities.

The historical mission of the working class is to engage in social revolution which 
will end capitalism and, eventually, develop humanity into a stateless, classless society. 
Before such a social revolution can take place, class consciousness must be developed to 
a high degree. As practitioners of Scientific Socialism, our mission is to understand the 
subjective role we play as leaders in fulfilling the historical mission of the working class. 
We must struggle to build class consciousness among the working class with the goal 
of enacting social revolution, building a dictatorship of the proletariat, and eventually 
ending class society altogether.
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General Vo Nguyen Giap briefing President Ho Chi Minh on the Viet Bac Campaign in 1947. 
This was the first major victory of the Viet Nam People's Army against the French colonialists 

under General Giap’s command. Photo Source: Archive of Vietnam People's Army

Vo Nguyen Giap (1911-2013), the great general who led Vietnam People's Army to 
victory against Japan, France, and the USA, had this to say about the importance of dis-
tinguishing between objective and subjective factors in his book People's War, People's 
Army:

To make everyone thoroughly understand the strategic guiding principle of 
long-term war was not only a big work of organisation militarily and econom-
ically but also a process of ideological education and struggle within the Party 
and among the people against erroneous tendencies which appeared many a time 
in the years of the Resistance War. These were pessimistic defeatism which pre-
sumed that our country being small, our population thin, our economy backward 
and our armed forces young and weak, we would be unable to face the enemy, let 
alone perseveringly to wage a long Resistance War. These were subjectivism, loss 
of patience, eagerness to win swiftly which came out in the plans of operations 
of a number of localities at the start of the Resistance War which were unwilling 
to withdraw their force to preserve our main force, and in their plan of general 
counter-offensive put forth in 1950 when this was not yet permitted by objective 
and subjective conditions.
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As Vo goes on to explain, a proper understanding of subjective conditions is key to 
revolutionary victory:

If guidance in struggle and organisation was not precise, that is to say did not 
correctly follow the guiding principle of both determination and carefulness, and 
of knowing how to estimate the subjective conditions and compare the revolu-
tionary forces with the counter-revolutionary forces, we would certainly have 
met with difficulty and failure.

The subjective factor of revolutionary leadership, therefore, plays a vitally important 
role in fulfilling the mission of the working class, but we must not over-emphasize or 
absolutize this role. We as human beings have the ability to impact the world through 
subjective will, but our actions are governed by objective laws and conditions. For this 
reason, we must study the objective laws of Dialectical Materialism, Materialist Dialec-
tics, and Historical Materialism. We must understand the laws and characteristics of 
motion and development and apply them properly in our revolutionary practice. At the 
same time, we must avoid absolutizing or over-emphasizing objective laws, factors, and 
conditions in the development of human society.

•	 Over-emphasizing and absolutizing subjective factors (such as our role as 
revolutionary leaders) will result in errors of idealism such as command-
ism.

•	 Over-emphasizing and absolutizing objective factors or neglecting the 
vital role we play as revolutionary leaders will result in errors of vulgar 
materialism such as tailism.

By properly understanding, assessing, and implementing the theoretical concepts of 
subjectivity and objectivity we can hasten the development of class consciousness and 
social revolution and the fulfillment of the historical mission of the working class as 
revolutionary leaders.
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Vo Nguyen Giap, the Great General of Vietnam.
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Appendix F

HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT OF VIETNAM

EDITOR’S NOTE:

The following passage is from an article called “The Era of the Rising Nation and 
its Historical Requirements,” written by former member of the Communist Party of 
Vietnam’s Central Committe, Dr. Phung Huu Phu, and published in the Vietnamese 
journal Communist Review. It briefly outlines the modern historical development of the 
Socialist Republic of Vietnam.

Over the past 95 years, under the leadership of the Communist Party of Vietnam 
which was founded and developed by President Ho Chi Minh, the Vietnamese people 
have gone through two glorious eras:

The first era is the Era of Independence, Freedom, and Building Socialism (1930 - 
1975), which started in 1930 when the Communist Party of Vietnam was born, leading to 
the great victory of the August Revolution in 1945 and great feats in the resistance wars 
against invaders (1946 - 1975) and important achievements in the construction of social-
ism in the North from 1954 - 1975.

The second era is the Era of National Reunification, Renovation, and Development 
(1975 - 2025), starting with the great victory of the resistance war against the invading 
American imperialists, which unified the country, bringing the whole nation to socialism 
in 1975, creating a solid premise for the country under the leadership of the Party to car-
ry out the renovation process starting from the 6th Party Congress in 1986. This era has 
been a strong and comprehensive development step for the country.

Now, Vietnam is entering the third era, the Era of the Rising Nation [also known as 
the Era of Rising], which will officially begin with the 14th National Party Congress, 
marking 40 years of renovation (1986 - 2026).

Each era objectively presents historical requirements which the nation and people 
must meet in order to successfully implement the identified strategic goals.

In the Era of Independence, Freedom, and Building Socialism (1930 - 1975), Vietnam’s 
vital goals were to abolish the oppressive and exploitative regime of colonialism and 
feudalism, to become an independent nation, and to move forward to build a new social 
regime. These strategic goals required the broadest gathering and unification of the 
masses, leveraging the material conditions of the times, to smash the domination of im-
perialism and feudalism; to gain and maintain independence and freedom; and to build 
the initial premises of socialism. Under the correct leadership of the Party, the Vietnam-
ese people highly promoted patriotism and revolutionary heroism, successfully resolved 
the historical requirements, and excellently fulfilled the strategic goals of the era.

In the Era of National Reunification, Renovation and Development (1975 - 2025), Viet-
nam’s top goals were to overcome poverty and backwardness, to escape from poverty 
and underdevelopment, to improve the lives of the people, and to establish a worthy 
international position. Those strategic goals established the historical requirement of 
comprehensive and synchronous renovation in all areas of social life, the promotion 
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of industrialization and modernization of the country, and the proactive integration of 
Vietnam into the international community. After nearly fifty years of national reunifi-
cation and 40 years of renovation, Vietnam has now successfully fulfilled the historical 
requirements, has successfully renovated, has successfuly escaped from poverty and un-
derdevelopment, has made great achievements of historical significance, and has created 
a new international position for Vietnam with power, potential, and prestige.

The historical achievements which were made through these two eras of struggle and 
persistent creative labor have created the premise and solid foundation for Vietnam to 
enter the third era: the Era of the Rising Nation, starting from the 14th National Con-
gress of the Party. As General Secretary of the Communist Party of Vietnam To Lam 
wrote:

This is the era of development, the era of prosperity under the leadership and 
governance of the Party, successfully building a socialist Vietnam. The desti-
nation of the Era of Rising is a rich people, a strong country, a socialist society, 
standing shoulder to shoulder with the world powers. The top priority in the new 
era is to successfully implement our strategic goals: by 2030, Vietnam will be-
come a developing country with modern industry and high average income, and 
by 2045 Vietnam will become a developed socialist country with high income.

The goal of the third era is the synthesis of the goals of the two previous eras, taken to 
new heights, reflecting the qualitative development of the goal of national independence 
associated with socialism, and of the dialectical movement of “independence, freedom, 
and happiness.”1 The new era sets out special historical requirements, requiring the 
entire Party, the entire people, and the entire military to have deep awareness, determi-
nation, and drastic determination to realize our aspiration to develop a prosperous and 
happy country.

Timeline of the Historical Development of the Socialist Republic of Vietnam

1920 - 1930: Pre-Revolutionary Era
•	 1920: Ho Chi Minh discovers Marxism-Leninism.

•	 1920 - 1930: Ho Chi Minh and Vietnamese communists lay the groundwork for revolution.

1930 - 1975: Era of Independence, Freedom, and Building Socialism
•	 1930 - 1940: Founding of the Communist Party of Vietnam under French colonialism.

•	 1940 - 1945: Fascist Japan occupies Vietnam; communist forces resist and repel the invasion.

•	 1945 - 1954: War and struggle for independence from France.

•	 1954 - 1975: War and struggle to expel imperialist USA.

1975 - 2025: Era of National Reunification, Renovation, and Development
•	 1975 - 1986: Subsidizing Period (see Annotation 85, starting on p. 157).

•	 1986 - 2025: Doi Moi Period (see Annotation 4 of Appendix G, p. 260).

Present: Era of the Rising Nation
•	 Goals of becoming a developing country with modern industry and high average in-

come by 2030 and a developed socialist country with high income by 2045.

1	 This is the motto of the Socialist Republic of Vietnam.
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Appendix G

RESOLVING THE PROBLEM OF THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN 
DEVELOPING PRODUCTIVE FORCES AND GRADUALLY BUILDING 
AND COMPLETING SOCIALIST RELATIONS OF PRODUCTION TO 

MAKE SURE THEY SUIT VIETNAM’S REALITY

EDITOR’S NOTE:

We have included this article as an example of a practical application of historical 
materialist and dialectical materialist methodologies as developed by contemporary 
socialist theorists. Concepts which are mentioned or applied within this text will be 
annotated with references to related sections of this book. Words that are underlined 
relate to terms and concepts which can be found in the glossary/index for further 
study.

This article was originally published in 2014 in Communist Review, a political journal 
of the Communist Party of Vietnam. The author, Dr. Le Huu Nghia, is the Vice-Chair-
man of the Central Theoretical Council of the Communist Party of Vietnam. This 
council reviews programs and policies of the Party to ensure a solid grounding in 
principles of Dialectical and Historical Materialist theory and practice. At the time 
this was written, over a decade ago, Vietnam was about fourteen years into the era of 
“Socialism-Oriented Market Economy.” This Vietnamese economic model is described 
in detail in p. 70.

In this article, Dr. Le describes the political-economic development of Vietnam using 
Historical Materialist analysis. This includes an assessment of challenges and struggles 
which Vietnam’s people have faced, an addressing of previous failures of ideology 
and practice, and recommendations for policies and programs moving forward. We 
hope that this document of modern history will give insight into how governing com-
munists use the theoretical methodologies of Dialectical Materialism and Historical 
Materialism to guide political-economic practice in the real world.

Our Party’s platform for national construction during the transition period to social-
ism (which was supplemented and developed in 2011) has called for special attention to 
understanding and resolving important relationships in our society, including the rela-
tionship “between the development of productive forces and the gradual construction 
and improvement of socialist relations of production.”2 Recognizing and navigating this 
relationship and its context within Vietnam’s reality will contribute to the achievement 
of our goals on the path to socialism.

The essence of the law and its expression in practical conditions
The dialectical relationship between the productive forces and the relations of produc-

tion is defined by a fundamental law of motion and development of human society: the 
law that relations of production must suit the level of development of productive forces.3 

2	  Platform of the Communist Party of Vietnam (2011).
3	  This law, also known as the Law of Suitability, is defined and further discussed on p. 47.
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Creatively apply Marxism-Leninism and Ho Chi Minh Thought to achieve great victory for the 
Doi Moi Career!

Good rice, fat pigs, chicken in flocks. Contribute to building a prosperous village
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This law was discovered by Karl Marx and is presented in many of his works. This is a 
fundamental law which pervasively affects the entire course of human history. This law, 
together with other historical materialist laws, accounts for historical development from 
lower to higher levels, and from lower social-economic formations to higher social-eco-
nomic formations.4 According to this law, the development of social-economic forma-
tions is a historical-natural process.

Appendix G, Annotation 1

This process is described as “historical-natural” because it reflects both the social 
aspect ("historical") and the natural aspect of humanity. The social and natural aspects 
of human society are described more on p. 212.

The productive forces and the relations of production are the two constituent parts of 
the mode of production.

The principles of Historical Materialism assert that the relations of production must 
suit the level of development of the productive forces. To achieve this suitability the rela-
tions of production must reflect the level of development of the productive forces while 
creating conditions and motivations for further development of the productive forces.

It is necessary to understand suitability in a dialectical – as well as in a historical – 
sense. We must study it as a process in motion: in a dynamic state. Due to its charac-
teristics, the productive forces are a dynamic factor which change quickly, whereas the 
relations of production are a relatively stable factor which change more slowly. There-
fore, the productive forces and the relations of production are two dialectical opposites 
in the mode of production.

Appendix G, Annotation 2

Dialectical Materialism holds that all motion, change, and development is the result 
of contradiction. Contradiction arises from a relationship between two subjects. Every 
relationship leads to change and development in both opposite sides of every contra-
diction. This is why, in the Dialectical Materialist framework, subjects are defined by 
internal and external relationships which drive development.

The mode of production is defined by an internal relationship between the relations 
of production and the productive forces. As “opposites” in this relationship, both the 
relations of production and the productive forces develop and change over time. This 
is what drives the development of the mode of production. By extension, the develop-
ment of the mode of production determines the development of the economic base of 
society, which in turn drives the development of human society in general.

Marx proved the decisive role of the productive forces in determining the relations of 
production, while also pointing out the relative independence of the relations of produc-
tion in relation to the productive forces.5

The relations of production have the following characteristics:

4	  The historical tendency for human society to develop from lower social-economic formations to higher 
social-economic formations is discussed more on p. 33.

5	 See Chapter 3, Section 2, p. 131.
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•	 They impact back on productive forces.
•	 They regulate the social purpose of production.
•	 They influence the benefits of producers , thereby forming a system of fac-

tors that either promote or inhibit the development of productive forces.
The law that relations of production must suit the level of development of productive 

forces can be understood as the most fundamental law, the root law, of social develop-
ment. Social transformation and development ultimately originate from this law.

Unlike natural laws, social laws are laws of human activities.6 They exist through 
human activities and regulate human activities and are associated with specific practical 
conditions and historical circumstances of humanity. Therefore, the understanding and 
application of social laws, in general, and the law of the suitability of relations of pro-
duction with the development level of productive forces, in particular, must be suitable 
to the specific practical conditions of each nation at each stage of national development 
as well as the motion and development of the international situation.

Consider Russia after the October Revolution of 1917: the country had experienced a 
moderate period of capitalist development. While fighting the civil war and enemies in  
foreign nations at the same time, Vladimir Ilyich Lenin and the Bolsheviks thought that 
it was possible to use wartime communist policy to move rapidly towards communism. 
However, the social-economic crisis of the Spring of 1921 showed that this was a mis-
take. Lenin wrote:

We expected—or perhaps it would be truer to say that we presumed without 
having given it adequate consideration—to be able to organize the state produc-
tion and the state distribution of products on communist lines in a small-peasant 
country directly as ordered by the proletarian state. Experience has proved that 
we were wrong.7

Lenin criticized the delusional disease8 at that time for not being practical in the appli-
cation of law. He decided to implement the New Economic Policy (NEP), which consist-
ed of such measures as replacing the food requisition regime with the food tax regime, 
encouraging the development of commodity-monetary relations and market relations, 
allowing the development of private business, appeasement policies, allowing the use of 
bourgeois experts, and so on.

Also, consider China in the period from 1957 to 1960 during the period of the “Three 
Red Flags,” the “People’s Commune,” and the “Great Leap Forward.” This was a period 
of subjectivist and idealist disease that destroyed the productive forces of a poor and 
undeveloped country. It is now clear that an improper understanding and application of 
the dialectical relationship between the productive forces and the relations of production 
as well as measures which were inconsistent with the practical conditions came at a cost.

6	  Dialectical Materialist conceptions of humanity hold that humankind are a part of nature, but also dis-
tinct from nature. This constitutes a dialectical relationship in which humanity and nature define each 
other. This is explained more on p. 212.

7	  Fourth Anniversary of the October Revolution, V. I. Lenin, 1921.
8	  In Vietnamese, the term “disease” is often used to refer to deviations from correct dialectical materialist 

analysis and methodology.
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Appendix G, Annotation 3

Vietnam’s History Textbook for 9th Grade Students summarizes this history:
For a period of twenty years, from 1959 to 1978, China was in turmoil. The 

starting event was the introduction of the “Three Red Flags” [also known as 
the Three Red Banners] path with the purpose of quickly succeeding at building 
socialism.

One of the “Three Red Flags” was the “Great Leap Forward” movement - mo-
tivating the masses to produce iron and steel with the goal of quickly achieving 
10 million tons of steel and 20 million tons of iron. In only two months (No-
vember and December of 1958), the whole nation built over 1 million small scale 
steel furnaces. After four months, 11 millions tons of steel was produced but 
much of it was scrap due to low quality.

The economy became chaotic, production decreased, and people’s lives were in 
chaos, with famine breaking out everywhere.

The International Relations Handbook, published by Ho Chi Minh City University of 
Social Sciences and Agriculture, describes this history in more detail:

The Great Leap Forward was a campaign which was instituted between 1958 
and 1961 by Chinese leaders, especially Mao Zedong, to mobilize the masses in 
order to promote rapid agricultural and industrial development. Unfortunately, 
this plan failed, leading to one of the worst famines in history. Although the first 
five-year plan (1953-1957) following the Soviet model achieved some success, 
the economy still showed many weaknesses, especially in agricultural produc-
tion. This left China unable to secure export output and to supply food to its 
growing urban workforce. Feeling dissatisfied with the Soviet-style development 
model that prioritized heavy industrial development, Mao Zedong believed that 
mobilizing mass forces could allow China to develop industry and agriculture in 
parallel with each other.

The Great Leap Forward became national policy in October of 1957. It began 
with the mobilization of large numbers of farmers to participate in irrigation 
projects throughout the winter of 1957-1958, and then promoted the transfor-
mation of collective organizations into “people’s communes” in 1958. In August 
1958, under the direction of Mao Zedong, the Central Committee of the Com-
munist Party of China officially announced that such people’s communes would 
be established in all rural areas of China. Mao saw this action as a step forward 
against the Soviet Union in reforming society, and believed that China would 
become the most advanced model for world communism. By November of 1958, 
about 98% of the rural population was organized into about 26,000 communes. 
Each rural commune had an average of 5,000 households, or 25,000 inhabitants. 
All property such as land, buildings, and livestock were collectivised and all ad-
ministrative and productive activities were controlled by the communes. Several 
urban communes were also established in 1958.

Besides the goal of increasing food production, the National People’s Congress 
(National Assembly) of China in 1958 also identified another goal of the Great 
Leap Forward program to be a rapid increase in steel production. Mao Zedong 
hoped that China’s Great Leap Forward in Steel Production would surpass Brit-
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Appendix G, Annotation 3 (continued)

ain’s Steel Production within fifteen years. In August 1958, the Politburo de-
cided to attempt to double steel production within a year. To realize these goals, 
forces were massed throughout the country, including from officials, professors, 
students, workers, and farmers. According to estimates, about one million farm-
ers had to leave the fields to participate in the “steel furnace in every garden” 
project to achieve the set goals. By the fall of 1958 there were about 600,000 
such cottage industry steel furnaces throughout China. These furnaces consumed 
almost all the metal that could be found including kitchen utensils, steel springs, 
beds, steel fixtures, and so on. A tremendous amount of wood resources such as 
doors, tables and chairs, furniture, and forest timber was used to fuel the furnac-
es. The product of this program was low quality steel but it was officially report-
ed to be high quality steel.

Meanwhile, at the central level, ministries and branches lost the ability to 
monitor agricultural production because the work of collecting statistics and 
planning was delegated to lower units. At the same time, local administrations 
falsified agricultural production reports to the central government, claiming 
bumper harvests despite the fact that crops had failed due to wrong policies, 
farmers leaving the fields to process steel, and natural disasters.

The subjectivist and idealist errors which led to the problems of this time period 
were similar to those which Vietnamese communists would make in the 1970s. These 
errors are futher described below.

In our country [Vietnam], in the period from the IV Congress (1976) through the years 
just before the VI Congress (1986) of the Party, we suffered from the disease of being 
subjective, idealist, hasty, and stagnant due to a failure to observe objective laws - espe-
cially the Law of Suitability between relations of production with the level of develop-
ment of the productive forces. We failed to grasp the practical conditions of an econom-
ically underdeveloped, poor, and backward country as we dreamed to create advanced 
relations of production to pave the way for the productive forces to develop. And the 
results were, of course, the opposite of what we wanted. As the VI Congress of the Com-
munist Party of Vietnam reported:

Practical experience demonstrated: the productive forces are constrained not 
only in cases where relations of production are backward, but also when rela-
tions of production develop asynchronously, where there are factors that are too 
advanced compared to the level of development of the productive forces.

At that time, we subjectively wanted to create relations of production that were too 
advanced in comparison to the level of development of productive forces. This made 
the contradiction between productive forces and relations of production acute, bringing 
the country into a social-economic crisis. We had shown signs of impatience when we 
immediately wanted to abolish non-socialist economic sectors and quickly turn the pri-
vate capitalist economy fully into a state-owned economy. Moreover, we held on to the 
bureaucratic, centralized subsidy model for too long, which stifled the development of 
the country. We were both subjectively impatient and stagnantly conservative, and these 
two defective characteristics, together, hindered the progress of the revolution.



260  Historical Materialism

Appendix G, Annotation 4

The Subsidizing Period was the period of time which began in 1975, immediately 
following the end of the war between Vietnam and the United States. During the Sub-
sidizing Period, which lasted until 1986, Vietnamese communist leadership attempt-
ed to rapidly transform Vietnam into a moneyless, classless society. This period was 
hampered by voluntarism, which is an over-emphasis on subjective will. During the 
Subsidizing Period, Vietnamese communists attempted to immediately and abruptly 
abolish all forms of market economy and private ownership at once. Such measures 
led to a contradiction between relations of production and the level of development 
of productive forces. In other words, the productive forces of Vietnam were not devel-
oped enough to be suitable with the relations of production which Vietnamese com-
munists attempted to implement. The two biggest examples of these policies were:

Money was abolished and replaced by a ration stamp system. With this system, 
the people would receive all life necessities (such as food, medicine, fertilizer, fabric, 
etc.) from the government. However, the government did not have enough material 
resources available to sufficiently supply the people with what was needed, so this led 
to material privation of the people as well as the establishment of black markets and 
illegal currencies. This also led to corruption as many bureaucrats who were respon-
sible for dispensing rations took advantage of their positions, accepted bribes, partic-
ipated in unequal distribution of resources, etc. Coming out of the wartime period, 
Vietnam simply did not have enough productive output to properly implement such a 
rationing system. In the end, this ration system led to inequality, hardship, and dissat-
isfaction for Vietnamese workers.

The abolishment of private ownership of land, which was replaced by communal 
collectivization of farmland at the village-scale. In the 1950s, Vietnam’s Communist 
government instituted land reform which seized land from feudal lords, colonial oc-
cupiers, and capitalists and distributed to peasant families for personal use and culti-
vation. During this time, each peasant had the right to work on their own plot of land 
and to keep what they needed to survive, with the surplus given over to the govern-
ment to support the war effort. In 1975, at the end of the war, the practice of individual 
land usage was ended. Each village was organized into a commune and all land was 
to be managed and cultivated by the entire commune collectively. Vietnamese farmers 
at this time were uneducated in collective management of land and the productive 
forces of agricultural production were very low. These collective farming operations 
were poorly organized and individual farmers lacked sufficient incentive, instruction, 
and material resources to carry out successful collective operations. In addition, a lack 
of mechanized farm equipment and other modern material resources meant that farm 
yields were very low. Many farmers saw this system as unfair, since all the products of 
each farmer’s work were collectively taken by the government for redistribution, and 
this redistribution was also poorly organized and fraught with corruption. This led 
to dissatisfaction among farm workers and a shortage of food output which severely 
hindered Vietnam’s development. Both of these policies constituted misalignment 
between the productive forces and relations of production. The war-torn economic 
base of Vietnam was incapable of producing enough material resources to sustain a 
massive state superstructure that could oversee a completely planned economy. For 
these reasons, the attempt to bypass markets entirely and skip directly to a moneyless 
society failed.
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Appendix G, Annotation 4 (continued)

“To build and protect the country, sell more food to the government.” 
This propaganda poster from the Subsidizing Period reflects the system of collectivized farming 

which was implemented at the time.

General Secretary of the Communist Party of Vietnam Truong Chinh addressed these 
mistakes in a speech delivered to the Hanoi Party Congress on October 19, 1986:

In recent years, we have made the mistake of leftist voluntarism, going against 
objective laws. That mistake is reflected in the desire to develop heavy industry 
on a large scale beyond our capacity, maintaining a massive superstructure be-
yond the capacity of the infrastructure, wanting to quickly eliminate non-social-
ist economic components... When we made mistakes, we were too conservative, 
lacking the courage and determination to correct them.

These errors of voluntarism, subjectivism, and idealism all stemmed from good ni-
tentions: the Communist Party of Vietnam wanted to achieve a fully socialist society as 
quickly as possible and to force socialist relations of production through force-of-will 
alone without properly accounting for the level of development of productive forces.

Vietnam began attempting to correct these problems with the institution of the Doi 
Moi (“renovation”) reforms in 1986. These reforms focused on opening up Vietnam’s 
economy in an attempt to transition towards a market economy regulated by socialist 
oversight and controls. This meant restoring a monetary system, allowing Vietnamese 
people to open their own private businesses, and allowing workers to cultivate their 
own plots of land. A taxation system was also slowly and carefully implemented 
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Appendix G, Annotation 4 (continued)

to fund government operations and social welfare programs. Importantly, capitalist 
entities were restricted from owning land. Only working farmers were given the right 
to privately use and cultivate farmland, and every farmer was given a plot of land to 
cultivate free of charge. This was essential to maintaining socialist characteristics in 
Vietnam because, even to this day, about 70% of Vietnamese people are farmers.

The misunderstanding of the Law of Suitability which we committed demonstrates 
the backwardness of theoretical perception and in the application of objective social laws 
during the Subsidizing Period. We had improper prejudice against the laws of commod-
ity production and disregard for the summation of practical experience. Life taught us a 
poignant lesson: that we can’t be in such a rush that we break the rules.

From the above examples, it is possible to draw some conclusions about common mis-
takes in perceiving and applying the Law of Suitability Between Relations of Production 
and Productive Forces, i.e., the dialectical relationship between the productive forces 
and the relations of production. These common mistakes include:

•	 Failing to comprehensively and historically understand relations of pro-
duction.

•	 Demonizing private ownership and desiring to quickly establish public 
ownership at any cost.

•	 Considering private ownership to be outside the essence of socialism and 
therefore demanding that it be quickly abolished.

•	 Disregarding organizational-managerial and distributional relations.
•	 Disregarding the motivation of personal interests of workers.
•	 Failing to properly understand the dialectical relationship between pro-

ductive forces and relations of production.
•	 Separating relations of production from production forces.
•	 Exaggerating relations of production while underestimating productive 

forces.
•	 Disregarding the development and opening up of productive forces.
•	 Wanting to create advanced relations of production in an attempt to 

quickly pave the way for the productive forces.
•	 Wanting to achieve many of the goals of socialism too quickly amidst the 

conditions of the economic backwardness of a young workers’ state which 
has just gained power.

•	 Maintaining the bureaucratic subsidizing model for too long
•	 Ignoring the theories of value, commodity-monetary relations, and market 

mechanisms, thereby forming a mechanism that restrains the develop-
ment of productive forces.

•	 Wanting to create a conformity in all relations of production in different 
production sectors and different regions/localities (deltas, mountainous 
areas, remote areas, etc.) with very different levels of development of pro-
ductive forces, i.e. over-conforming relations of production.
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All of the above common mistakes stem from an incorrect perception of the nature of 
the law that relations of production must suit the level of productive forces as well as a 
failure to take into account practical conditions when planning and implementing poli-
cies, which will inevitably lead to failure.

Doi Moi renovation is the process of properly and gradually understanding and ap-
plying the Law of Suitability Between Relations of Production and Productive Forces in 
the practical conditions of both Vietnam and the wider international situation.

At the VI Congress (1986), which started the Doi Moi renovation, our Party criticized 
the disease of being subjective and idealist by violating objective social laws, including 
- first and foremost - the law that relations of production must suit the level of develop-
ment of the productive forces. Since then, our Congress has learned the important lesson 
that “the Party must always come from reality, and must respect and act according to 
objective laws,” and must “make relations of production suitable to the level of devel-
opment of the productive forces, and always contribute to promoting the development 
of the productive forces.” The Doi Moi renovation is essentially a return to adherence to 
objective social laws, and to the basic principles of Marxism-Leninism which are suitable 
with the reality of the country and the times.

Over the past 30 years, by implementing the Party’s renovation path which is more in 
line with objective social laws, our people have achieved great and historically signifi-
cant achievements on the path of building and defending the homeland. In particular, 
we have made the following great achievements in the perception and application of the 
Law of Suitability Between Relations of Production and Productive Forces in Vietnam:

•	 We have become more aware of the dialectical relationship between the 
productive forces and the relations of production as well as the relevance 
and contradiction between the two in each stage of development.

•	 Regarding the economic characteristics of the socialist society that our 
people have started building, we have moved from the formula “having a 
highly developed economy based on modern productive forces and public 
ownership of the main means of production” (1991 Party Program) to the 
formula “having a highly developed economy based on modern produc-
tive forces and suitable progression in relations of production.” (Supple-
mentary Party Program of 2011). “Suitability,” here, refers to suitability 
with the level of development of productive forces as well as suitability 
with Vietnam’s objective conditions and socialist orientation.

•	 We have constantly improved the guideline of developing a socialist-ori-
ented market economy with many forms of ownership, many economic 
sectors, and many forms of business organization and distribution. All 
legal economic sectors are important constituent parts of the economy and 
are equal under the law. They develop together and cooperate in healthy 
competition. In implementing this guideline through the years of Doi Moi, 
our Party and State have promulgated many policies and laws to diversify 
forms of relations of production in order to encourage and promote the 
development of the productive forces, unleash all potential of produc-
tion, and create more motivations for workers. These policies and laws 
relate to innovation and improvement of quality and efficiency of the state 
economy, especially state-owned enterprises, as well as consolidation 
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and development of the collective economy, the promotion of the private 
economy, the strong attraction of foreign-investment, improvement of the 
quality and efficiency of state-owned joint stock enterprises, the develop-
ment of a mixed economy, and so on.

•	 The Party and State have also promulgated many policies and laws to 
improve aspects of the new socialist-oriented relations of production in 
terms of ownership, organization, management, and distribution. The 
Party promulgated the Land Law (amended in 2013) which provides for 
ownership and owner representation as it pertains to land, delineates the 
rights of land owners and users of means of production, and the State’s 
management rights in the economic field, and determines the role of 
economic management of the State through orientation, regulation, plans, 
strategies, and development programs. The Party has diversified forms of 
distribution according to economic efficiency, and has managed distribu-
tion of resources through the social security and welfare system.

•	 The Party and State have many guidelines and measures to promote 
industrialization and modernization in order to develop productive forces 
and create “material cores” for new relations of production. The Party 
invested to build infrastructure with a number of modern projects, fo-
cusing on the transportation system and large urban infrastructure. The 
Party also implemented economic restructuring towards industrialization 
and modernization; development of a number of mechanical industries 
such as shipbuilding, transportation, mining, construction and processing; 
application of modern scientific and technological achievements, espe-
cially information technology; human resource development, especially 
high-quality human resources; and so on. At the same time, the Party 
renovated the growth model, restructured the economy; promoted indus-
trialization and modernization in association with the development of the 
knowledge economy, and improved the competitiveness of the economy, 
enterprises, and goods and services.

•	 The Party proactively integrated internationally to bring into full play 
internal resources, take advantage of external forces, learn and apply 
achievements in science and technology, knowledge economy, inter-
national experience, and so on, in order to develop and modernize our 
productive forces and consolidate and improve new relations of produc-
tion. In the years of Doi Moi, our Party and State have adopted many 
guidelines, policies and measures to strengthen and expand international 
cooperation, participate in bilateral relations and multilateral organiza-
tions such as ASEAN, APEC, ASEM, WTO etc., to strongly attract foreign 
investment capital (FDI, ODA etc.), to strongly promote trade and invest-
ment, to expand import and export markets, and to effectively exploit 
international cooperation and capital resources. Vietnam has established 
diplomatic relations with over 170 countries and trade relations with 230 
countries and territories, and signed more than 90 bilateral trade agree-
ments and nearly 60 agreements on investment encouragement and pro-
tection. Vietnam’s international economic integration is deepening.
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However, besides the achievements that we had during the recent years of analyz-
ing and resolving the relationship between productive forces and relations of produc-
tion, there have also been many limitations and weaknesses, new contradictions and 
new unsuitability between productive forces and relations of production that hinder the 
development of both productive forces and relations of production.

Although the country has come out of underdevelopment and entered a lower-mid-
dle-income country status, it is still a poor country and economically backward. The risk 
of our economy falling further behind the world and the region is increasing. The goal 
that by 2020 our country will basically become an industrialized country is difficult to 
achieve. Currently, the industries of mechanics and manufacturing are underdeveloped, 
accounting for a very small proportion of GDP. Labor productivity, efficiency, quality, 
and competitiveness are low, aggregate productivity factor (TFP) is very low. Such a 
weak productive force will dictate the level and quality of the relations of production 
and make what we call socialist relations of production impossible to achieve.

Appendix G, Annotation 5

According to an article9 by Dr. Nguyen Hong Son, Deputy Head of the Central 
Economic Commission of the Communist Party of Vietnam, this goal of building an 
industrialized economy in Vietnam was successfully achieved in 2020.

As of the year 2025, the Era of Doi Moi Renovation has come to a successful end and 
Vietnam is now entering the “Era of the Rising Nation” with the goal of becoming a 
developing country with modern industry and high average income by 2030 and the 
goal of becoming a developed socialist country with high income by 2045. The Era of 
the Rising Nation is defined in more detail in Appendix F, p. 252.

We have not paid comprehensive and synchronous attention in building and im-
proving all aspects of relations of production. There is still a heavy trend of changing 
ownership regimes rather than improving and renewing management and distribution 
relationships. It is impossible to call the current relations of production in our country 
socialist relations of production (in the true sense of the word) because our country is 
still in the transition period to socialism, is implementing a socialist-oriented market 
economy, and does not have modern industrial productive forces as the basis for new 
relations of production. Therefore, it is not advisable to be hasty in building relations of 
production, but also not to underestimate the gradual construction of relations of pro-
duction in the socialist orientation, in accordance with the development level of produc-
tive forces.

In the program for national construction in the transition period to socialism (sup-
plemented and developed in 2011) and in the 2013 Constitution, the leading role of the 
state economy is defined. However, in reality, the state economy has not really played a 
leading role, because in general, productivity, quality, efficiency are low, and have not 
set an example to lead other economic sectors. Many state-owned enterprises have fallen 
into the situation of production and business losses, corruption, waste, negativity, loss 
of state assets, causing a lot of anger in public opinion. State-owned enterprises current-

9	  “Some Main Contents of the Party’s Guidelines and Policies on Industrialization and Modernization 
Related to Industrial Transformation,” published in Communist Review, a political journal of the Com-
munist Party of Vietnam, on November 12, 2024.
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ly account for 70% of social investment capital, 50% of state investment capital, 60% of 
credit of commercial banks and 70% of ODA capital... but the sector contributes only 
37% to 38% of GDP.

State-owned enterprises have a much higher ICOR coefficient than the private sector 
(in the period 2006 - 2010 if calculated from investment capital, the ICOR ratio of the 
state sector is 9.68 and the non-state sector is 4.01, increasing over the period 2000-2005 
by positions of 6.94 (state) and 2.93 (non-state), respectively. The return on capital of 
state-owned enterprises is lower than that of private enterprises.

Appendix G, Annotation 6

ICOR stands for Incremental Capital-Output Ratio and aims to measure the ratio be-
tween investment and growth. In essence, it is measure of inefficiency. A higher ICOR 
coefficient indicates less efficient productive output compared to initial investment

What Dr. Le is pointing out, here, is that state-owned enterprises in Vietnam have 
been, on average, less efficient than non-state-owned enterprises in terms of produc-
tive output, and that this inefficiency has been increasing over time.

Management of state-owned enterprises is still lax, with unclear delineation of author-
ity and responsibilities of stakeholders and their representatives, especially in terms of 
capital management. As a result, over time, many enterprises have engaged in rampant 
spending, often outside of their main industries. They are dominated by selfish interests 
and violate the laws. Bad debts have increased (by the end of 2012, bad debts of state-
owned enterprises accounted for 11.82% of total bad debts in the credit system of organi-
zations and 5.05% of outstanding loans to state-owned enterprises).

The collective economic sector is still small and weak, and many cooperatives in agri-
culture are just formalizing. They only do input and output services of production. The 
savings of funds of cooperatives are still very small. The level of science and technology 
and the scale and management level of cooperatives are very low and cannot compete 
with individual and household production. The share of the collective economy in GDP 
is small, falling continuously from 10.1% in 1995 to 5.22% in 2011.

The private sector is identified as an important motivator of the economy, contribut-
ing much to GDP growth and creating jobs for workers. However, private enterprises, 
mainly small and medium-sized enterprises, face many disadvantages in terms of com-
petition, capital sources, and even discrimination in practice due to our mechanisms and 
policies. In recent years, due to the economic slowdown, tens of thousands of private en-
terprises and individuals have been dissolved or have ceased operations. The potential 
of the private sector is huge but we have not yet created conditions for private business-
es to thrive and contribute more to society.

The foreign-invested economic sector is an important economic component in contrib-
uting to GDP growth and attracting labor resources. The proportion of the FDI sector has 
increased continuously from 4.2% in 1991 to 18.97% in 2011. However, this sector also 
has limitations, such as not investing in fields with high technology. Most foreign-invest-
ed businesses are at a level of medium technology, or even operate in outdated fields 
such as processing and assembly. There was little investment in agricultural and rural 
areas due to less attractive profits. FDI enterprises exploit cheap resources, markets, and 
human resources in Vietnam to serve their profit goals, leading to the phenomenon of 
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“changing prices,” manipulating accounting to falsely report losses, and so on, in order 
to evade taxes. Another shortcoming of foreign-invested businesses is the transfer of 
profits abroad.

The above limitations and weaknesses of economic sectors in relations of production 
have hindered the development of productive forces. The above situation has both objec-
tive and subjective causes.

Objectively, the shift from bureaucratic centralization and subsidy mechanisms to a 
socialist-oriented market mechanism with multiple forms of ownership, management, 
distribution, and multi-economic sectors is an unprecedented economic model in his-
tory, which must be both practiced and learned at the same time. Vietnam is an under-
developed country striving to move towards the goals of socialism, industrialization, 
modernization, innovation, and integration into the global economy. In the pursuit of 
these goals, the activities of theoretical research (and in the practical development of) the 
market economy there are still a lot of limitations, inadequacies, and problems.

Although these views have been affirmed in the Party’s resolution, there are still many 
differing opinions. For example, some believe that the state economy should play the 
leading role, some have differing opinions about land ownership and land usage, some 
have differing opinions about the relationship between the State and the market, about 
the relationship between the market economy and socialist orientation, and so on. Be-
cause there are still many differing opinions as to how to implement our resolutions, the 
Party’s policies are still hesitant, inconsistent and indecisive.

In addition, the Party’s social-economic development thought and leadership methods 
are slow to innovate; awareness of many specific issues is still inconsistent; the imple-
mentation by organizations are still indecisive. Many only do what is easy and quit the 
difficult. State management is still weak; it fails to institutionalize the Party’s guidelines 
into policies and measures in a timely manner. At the same time, there are some policies 
that are not clear enough or are unsuitable. There a lack of unity and smoothness at all 
levels and sectors. Some cadres and Party members fell into deterioration in political ide-
ology, morality, and lifestyle, as well as corruption, negativity, and factionalism. Their 
capacity and qualities did not meet the requirements of the Doi Moi career.

Here are three theoretical and practical measures Vietnam must take to continue to 
solve the relationship between the development of productive forces and the construc-
tion and improvement of relations of production in accordance with Vietnamese reality:

First, continue to promote theoretical research, practical summaries on understanding 
and applying the law that relations of production must suit the development of produc-
tive forces in Vietnam - a backward country with a very low starting point, and is now 
promoting industrialization, modernization, development of a socialist-oriented market 
economy, proactively and actively integrating into the world.

Second, continue to improve theoretical thinking on the socialist-oriented market econ-
omy, on the ownership and economic sectors, solve problems that are still problematic, 
unclear, and under different opinions, in order to develop the productive forces. These 
problems are: the problem of the forms of ownership in our country, the problem of the 
leading role of the state economy, problems of arrangement, renewal and equitization 
of state-owned enterprises, problems of the role of collective economy, and cooperative 
economy, the role as the driving force for development of the private economy in our 
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country, the role of foreign-invested economy, mixed economic issues, and equity eco-
nomics.

Third, continue to improve the viewpoint on harmonious development between pro-
ductive forces, relations of production, politics, culture and society. Our Party must:

•	 Develop new ideas on the socialist-oriented market economy model, on 
openness and integration, and on economic development methods.

•	 Clarify the role of the State in the socialist-oriented market economy; rela-
tions between the State and the market, between the State and enterprises.

•	 Promote comprehensive institutional reforms to effectively mobilize and 
allocate resources; implement the market mechanism and harmoniously 
settle the relationship between the State and the market in the distribu-
tion of production materials; ensuring true equality among all economic 
sectors. 

•	 Promote the socialization of organizations in the provision of public ser-
vices (education, healthcare, science and technology).

•	 Renovate synchronously economy and politics.
•	 Continue to develop and improve laws and economic policies to create 

sustainable development.
•	 Build human resources, appreciate talents, especially in the state manage-

ment apparatus.
•	 Renovate the institution to strengthen the effectiveness of law enforce-

ment and policies, promote democracy, and strengthen discipline.
•	 Build and synchronously improve all types of markets, ensure market 

principles in the operation of the economy, improve the operation mecha-
nism of all types of markets.

Fourth, the Party must continue to innovate the growth model, and restructure the 
economy:

•	 Improve the set of laws on ownership and economic sectors
•	 Build an independent and self-reliant economy in the process of proactive 

and active international integration
•	 Closely link 5 pillars together: economy - politics - culture - society - envi-

ronment in sustainable development
•	 Continue innovating distribution mechanisms
•	 Exercise the people’s mastery right and improve the material and spiritual 

life of the people.
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Appendix H

BYPASSING THE CAPITALIST MODE OF PRODUCTION

EDITOR’S NOTE:

This appendix consists of excerpts and passages from articles and political docu-
ments related to the goal of bypassing capitalist relations of production in the develop-
ment of Vietnam’s political-economy. We hope that these writings will give the reader 
insight into the ways in which Vietnamese communists are attempting to use Histori-
cal Materialist analysis in facing the challenge of building a socialist society in the real 
world.

From the Cadre Training Political Center of Ben Tre Province
The historical characteristic of the movement of social-economic formations points 

out that the movement of all social-economic formations happens objectively but is still 
closely attached to the material conditions of the economy and society of each nation and 
each people. Because of those subjective factors, each nation will have their own move-
ment of their social-economic forms. They might go gradually from lower formation to 
higher formation, or they might bypass one or a few formations in the development pro-
cess. The most famous example is Australia and some Latin American countries which 
bypassed the social-economic formation of feudalism in its own development history.

This “bypassing” does not mainly depend on the subjective will of the people, it is 
mainly decided by the objective historical conditions. Even when we talk about the same 
feudalist social-economic formation in Europe, the power was in the hands of many 
different classes (nobles, peasants, etc.), but in the East it was more common for all the 
power to belong to the king. It is clear that the “bypassing” of one or a few social-eco-
nomic formations is not just random, but must obey objective laws.

From “Bypassing Capitalism in the Transitional Period Towards Socialism: Oppor-
tunities and Challenges,” by Dr. Vu Van Ha, Editor in Chief of Communist Review

In the transition to socialism, bypassing capitalism, in the current conditions of Viet-
nam there are many opportunities and many challenges and difficulties that need to be 
solved. Opportunities and challenges intertwine and transform into each other. Recog-
nizing opportunities and challenges in the transition to socialism bypassing capitalism 
in our country today is very important both in theory and in practice.

Our nation transitions to socialism bypassing capitalism not in a direct way, but 
through intermediate steps. We must build many small bridges to socialism. According 
to the Decree of the IX Party Congress of 2001, the bypassing of capitalism fundamental-
ly means:

To forego the establishment of capitalist relations of production and the 
capitalist superstructure while inheriting the achievements which humanity 
has secured under the capitalist regime - especially achievements in science and 
technology - so as to rapidly build the productive forces a modern economy.
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The action of bypassing the dominant position of the capitalist relations of production 
in the economic base of society (which is moving towards socialism) also means that 
there still exist the capitalist relations of production. Those capitalist relations of produc-
tion have their own movement and impact on the development of the economy which is 
moving towards socialism. Therefore, in practice, our policies must make these impacts 
contribute to our development while simultaneously avoiding their negative impacts.

Relations of production must be suitable with the level of development of the produc-
tive forces. When the productive forces in the socialism-oriented market economy are 
still low, and fractured, we need to build relations of production which suit them. This 
means that we need to have diverse relations of production to create conditions to lever-
age our existing resources and open the path for the productive forces to develop.

On the national scale, we bypass the dominant position of the capitalist relations 
of production, however, at the business-scale (or industrial-zone scale), the capitalist 
relations of production and the capitalist style of management still exist. They operate 
according to the economic laws of capitalism. The operation and the dominance of the 
capitalist relations of production still exist in the production, but they exist in a limited 
scope of space and time. This scope – in terms of both space and time – is regulated by 
the laws and regulations of our socialist government.

The bypassing of capitalism and moving towards socialism means that we must not 
only bypass the dominant position of the capitalist relations of production and the capi-
talist superstructure, but also, we must bypass the withholding of farmland from farm-
ers, and the withholding of the means of production from workers.

From “Theory of the Transitional Period to Socialism of Marxism-Leninism and its 
Supplementation and Development of Our Party,” Published in the Official Newspa-
per of the Communist Youth Union of Quang Ninh Province on September 20, 2022

By: Dr. Nguyen Van Quang, Institute of Military Social Sciences and Humanities
In his pursuit of the development of Marxist theory, Vladimir Lenin expanded our 

theoretical understanding of the complex and prolonged nature of the transition from 
capitalism to socialism in countries with different levels of development.

In “Greetings to the Hungarian Workers,” Lenin wrote:
For countries that move towards socialism without highly developed capital-

ism, a fairly long period of transition from capitalism to socialism is required.

The transition from capitalism to socialism is especially complicated in countries with 
lower levels of development. These countries must not only carry out the task of the 
transition from capitalism to socialism, but they must also carry out a series of tasks that 
capitalism should have done before the proletarian revolution broke out. Such tasks 
include eliminating feudal vestiges, establishing mechanized industry, and so on.

For less developed countries, Lenin states that “the necessity for a prolonged, complex 
transition through socialist accounting and control from capitalist society (and the less 
developed it is the longer the transition will take) to one that even approaches commu-
nist society.”10

10	  “The New Economic Policy And The Tasks Of The Political Education Departments,” V. I. Lenin, 1921.
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This unique scientific theory is derived from the law: “socialism was born on the basis 
of the development of capitalism.” At the same time, it adheres to objectivity: socialism 
can be born from a lower starting point than capitalism when there are ripe conditions, 
premises, and opportunities. These conditions, premises, and opportunities arise from 
revolutionary practice which make it possible to build a path towards a new society.

Appendix H, Annotation 1

Above, Dr. Nguyen is referencing a law of Scientific Socialism first defined by Karl 
Marx in Critique of the Gotha Program:

What we have to deal with here is a communist society, not as it has developed 
on its own foundations, but, on the contrary, just as it emerges from capitalist 
society; which is thus in every respect, economically, morally, and intellectually, 
still stamped with the birthmarks of the old society from whose womb it emerges.

In other words, socialism and communism are not built “from scratch” but arise on 
the foundation of previous stages of development. This is in accordance with:

•	 The Principle of Development of Dialectical Materialism, which states that all 
subjects have developed from prior-existing stages of development.

•	 The inheritance characteristic of development described in Materialist Dialec-
tics, which indicates that characteristics from previous stages of development 
are carried forward to later stages of development.

Through practical experience gained in the early years of the transition to socialism 
in Soviet Russia, Lenin arrived at the scientific conclusion that: “all nations will arrive 
at socialism—this is inevitable, but all will do so in not exactly the same way, each will 
contribute something of its own to some form of democracy, to some variety of the dicta-
torship of the proletariat, to the varying rate of socialist transformations in the different 
aspects of social life.”11

From there, two basic forms of the transition to socialism were identified:
•	 Direct transition to socialism from developed capitalism.
•	 Indirect transition to socialism while bypassing capitalism.

In the second transitional form – the indirect transition to socialism while bypassing 
capitalism – Lenin pointed out that the task would be more burdensome, more diffi-
cult, and more complicated, because it requires carrying double the load in completing 
both tasks: that of building socialism in terms of political and social development as 
well as that of accomplishing the basic achievements of capitalism in terms of scientif-
ic development and development of productive forces. Therefore, Lenin emphasized 
and demanded the necessity of going through many intermediate, transitional steps to 
successfully build socialism. For example, having to “build small bridges” through the 
capitalist economy to gradually build socialism. At the same time, he noted that “If we 
are successfully to solve the problem of our immediate transition to socialism, we must 
understand what intermediary paths, methods, means and instruments are required for 
the transition from pre-capitalist relations to socialism.”12

11	  “A Caricature of Marxism and Imperialist Economism,” V. I. Lenin, 1916.
12	 “The Tax in Kind,” V. I. Lenin, 1921.
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From the Political Program of the Communist Party of Vietnam, 1930
Our country’s transitional period towards socialism will take place in international 

conditions of many profound changes. For now, capitalism still has the potential of 
economic development because of capitalist achievements in science, technology, man-
agement, and so on. Moreover, capitalism is still an unfair and exploitative regime. The 
most fundamental contradiction of capitalism is between the socialization of the produc-
tive forces and the private ownership of the means of production. There is a huge con-
tradiction between different classes in a society, between different groups of capitalists, 
between different international companies, and between different imperial cores. The 
contradictions between different capitalist countries are getting deeper and deeper, and 
the motion of those contradictions themselves, along with the struggles of the working 
class will decide the fate of capitalism.

. . .
Our nation is in a transitional period towards socialism, bypassing capitalism, from a 

society that is a colony – partially feudalist, with very low-developed productive forces.
. . .
Entering the transitional period towards socialism in these material conditions, we 

must be self-reliant and try to develop all of our potential – both materially and ideo-
logically. At the same time, we need to open our relations for cooperation with many 
countries in the world, to find the right steps, and the right path to successfully build 
socialism.

From the Political Program of the Communist Party of Vietnam, 1986
The Communist Party of Vietnam reaffirms that the transitional period from capi-

talism to socialism is a very difficult and long period, and in our country’s conditions, 
where we are moving directly to socialism and bypassing capitalism, that period will be 
even more arduous and longer.

From the Political Program of the Communist Party of Vietnam, 2021
Our country must continue strongly renovating our ideology, building and complet-

ing a stable regime with highly developed economy, politics, culture, environment, and 
so on. We must solve all difficulties in a timely manner and use all of our resources and 
potential to create a fast and stable development for the country.
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Appendix I

OUR PARTY’S UNDERSTANDING OF THE TRANSITIONAL PERIOD 
TOWARDS SOCIALISM IN VIETNAM

EDITOR’S NOTE:

This article was written by By Dr. Le Van Yen of Truth Publishing House, and Dr. 
Dinh Duc Duy of the Political Cadre Training Center in Binh Duong. It offers an over-
view of the historic struggles and challenges faced by communists in Vietnam in their 
attempts to build a socialist society and to liberate Vietnamese workers from colonial-
ist, imperialist, and capitalist oppression. The authors use Historical Materialism as 
the basis of analysis of Vietnam’s modern history.

Vietnam started building socialism in 1954, when the North officially went into the 
transitional period towards socialism. Ho Chi Minh stated this characteristic of Vietnam 
during this time: “the most important characteristic of our country in this transitional 
period is that we are moving from an outdated agrarian country directly towards social-
ism without going through capitalism.”

After the victory of the resistance war against the USA in 1975, the country reunited 
and the whole entire country finally joined the path of the transitionary period towards 
socialism. From then until the party started the Doi Moi reforms in 1986 was an entire 
decade. This was a time when Vietnam tried to build our economy, culture, and society 
under the terrible conditions resulting from the war, which caused difficulty after diffi-
culty. Moreover, our party did not fully understand that the transitional period towards 
socialism is a very long period that must go through many steps. Because our party was 
too idealist and impatient, we wanted to bypass necessary steps. Therefore, at the time 
of the IV National Assembly in 1976, our party had not identified correctly the targets of 
the first steps of the transitional period.

From 1976 through 1980, the party wanted to push industrialization forward while we 
did not have essential and necessary premises. In addition, our economic management 
style was still very outdated.

At the V Congress of 1982, the party affirmed two primary tasks [to build socialism 
and to defend the country against all enemies] and concretized several economic poli-
cies in the first stage of the transitional period, came up with general targets, and major 
social-economic policies. However, in implementation of those policies, the party failed 
to fully understand the situation at hand. The Party was not determined to resolve the 
problems of impatience and idealism which were mainly expressed in the policy of 
economic structure, socialist renovation, and management style which led to social-eco-
nomic crisis.

The VI Congress of 1986 fully understood the material conditions of the country, and 
with the mindset of looking straight at the truth, speaking out the truth, and determina-
tion to renovate, the party affirmed:

The transitional period of our country towards socialism from a low level 
of production, bypassing capitalism, will obviously be very long and arduous 
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process. This constitutes a comprehensive, profound, and revolutionary period of 
renovation. This renovation period is required to build socialism from nothing, 
and requires us to build up our productive forces, relations of production, and 
superstructure.

Our party, by this time, understood that this first step is just another small step in a 
long period of transition. This Congress also pointed out that from that point forward, 
with a revolutionary and scientific mindset, we must continue developing the estab-
lished path towards socialism. The Party must develop a more profound political pro-
gram for the entire revolutionary transition period towards socialism. Based on such a 
program, the party will build strategies for social-economic development, for technolog-
ical and scientific development, and for the nation’s development.

In 1991, the Soviet Union and the European socialist bloc collapsed, and, unfortu-
nately, even among the ranks of the international communist community, there was a 
tendency to deny all the achievements of the party, leading to a rejection of the socialist 
path. In that complicated circumstance, the VII congress, in 1991, established the previ-
ously called-for program to build our country in the transitional period towards social-
ism, stating:

The transitional period towards socialism in our country is a long period which 
requires many stages. The target of the first stage is: our society will go through 
a comprehensive renovation to reach a stable stage and to create the conditions 
for the development of the next stage.

At the IX Congress of 2001, the Party affirmed: “building socialism without going 
through capitalism, making the quality changes of society in all fields, is very difficult 
and complex. Therefore, it must go through a very long period with many stages and 
many social-economic forms.”

Now that the party had a proper understanding of the circumstances of the first stage 
of the transitionary period, progress could be made in building toward the next stage. 
The Party realized that the first stage must accomplish the goals of creating a solidly 
stable society through innovation, which would create conditions for fast development 
in the next stage. The next stage is to push forward industrialization and modernization 
and quickly bringing the country out of the low-level of development and building an 
industrialized nation.

After 25 years of implementing Doi Moi Renovation, from 1986 through 2011, in the 
XI Congress of 2011, our party announced a political program regarding building the 
country in the transitional period towards socialism which read:

Moving towards socialism is the desire of our people. It is the rightful choice 
of the Communist Party of Vietnam and Chairman Ho Chi Minh, and it is 
suitable with the development trend of history.13 The socialist society that our 
people want to build is a society of: rich people, a strong country, democratic 
equality, and intellectually developed people, and so on. This is a comprehensive, 
profound, and revolutionary process. At the same time, it is the complex struggle 
between the old and the new which creates quality changes in all fields of soci-
ety. We must go through a long transitional period with many stages and many 
social-economic forms.

13	  See Annotation 22, p. 32.
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We can say that, before the Doi Moi reforms, the understanding of our Party about 
the transitional period towards socialism bypassing capitalism was still very simple, but 
now, in this Renovation time, the Party’s understanding about this issue is getting clear-
er and brighter. The new understanding is that the transitional period towards socialism, 
bypassing capitalism, in our country, is an objective necessity. It is a long and arduous 
process with many stages. At the same time, the Party also emphasized that there are 
still many issues which need to be studied, improved, and developed into our Party’s 
program, alongside the development of the country in the transitional period towards 
socialism.
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Appendix J

WHAT ARE SOCIALIST VALUES AND SOCIALIST MANNERS?

EDITOR’S NOTE:

The article below was written by Ho Chi Minh to develop the social consciousness of 
Vietnamese communists. Ho Chi Minh believed that it was necessary to develop these 
values and manners within Vietnamese workers in order to create the conditions for 
social revolution against capitalism, imperialism, and colonialism. The role of social 
consciousness in bringing about revolution is discussed more on p. 94.

*	 Be aware that you (the working people) are the true owners of the state, and you must 
have a socialist collective spirit, and you must follow the thought: 
“One for all and all for one.” 
Our state now is the state of the working people. Therefore, all workers, farmers, 
and revolutionary intellectuals must be fully aware that: nowadays, working 
people are the owners, and not merely wage workers for the exploitative classes, 
as it was in the old society. We have rights and we have the conditions to build a 
free and happy life for ourselves. Working people are the collective owners of all 
means of production and culture. We are all equal in responsibility and benefits. 
Therefore, everyone must observe the ideology of “one for all and all for one.”

*	 Individualism, an attitude of “good for me but not for thee,” disorganization, lack 
of discipline, and other bad behaviors are dangerous enemies of socialism.

*	 All for production. 
Our most important mission now is to develop our production to enhance our 
people’s cultural and material life. If we want socialism, there is no other way 
than to use all the resources we have to produce. At present, production is the 
main battlefield of the North of Vietnam.

*	 Build socialism with industry and thrift. 
Our country is still very poor. To have a happy life, we need to have a spirit of 
self-reliance, and we must be laborious. Labor is our sacred responsibility. It 
is our source of life and happiness. In our society, there are no low-value jobs. 
Only lazy people who always rely on others are shameful. The cooks and the 
cleaners are the same as teachers and engineers. If they do their jobs well, they 
are all honorable. Anyone who is fearful of difficulties and hardships, or who 
just want to live on the fat of the land, are the weak ones, and they are not social-
ist people.

*	 To advance to socialism quickly and fiercely but steadily. 
To produce quickly and greatly with high quality and low prices, we must have 
revolutionary enthusiasm. But at the same time, we need to thoroughly under-
stand science.
Each working person must have the spirit of daring to think and daring to do, and 

each must become a progressive worker. Workers, farmers, and intellectuals must 
strongly believe that we have enough power, courage and knowledge to build a new life.



277Appendices

Appendix K

HISTORY OF CLASS SOCIETY
FROM: FUNDAMENTALS OF MARXISM-LENINISM

EDITOR’S NOTE:

The following is an excerpt from the Soviet textbook Fundamentals of Marxism-Le-
ninism, first published in English in 1963, which details the development of class soci-
ety from its origins in slave society to the rise of capitalism to the development of the 
socialist system that will eventually lead to communism and an end to class society. 
This offers a broad overview of the development of human society from the stand-
point of Historical Materialism. As with the main text of this book, words which are 
underlined can be found in the glossary/index to assist readers in fully understanding 
the terminology and underlying concepts.

Historical materialism does not impose preconceived patterns on history and does not 
adapt the events of past and present to fit its own conclusions. On the contrary, it is a sci-
entific generalization of history.

The conclusion that the history of mankind constitutes a succession of socio-economic 
formations is based on scientifically verified knowledge of the past. Mankind as a whole 
has passed through four formations—primitive-communal, slave, feudal, and capital-
ist—and is now living in the epoch of transition to the next formation, the communist 
formation, the first phase of which is called socialism.

In what follows, we shall try to describe only the most general features of the various 
socio-economic formations and refrain from entering into the details and secondary 
features [i.e., subjective factors] in which the history of every country and every epoch 
abounds.

The Primitive-Communal System
The primitive-communal system was historically the first form of society that arose 

after man emerged from the animal world, having acquired through a long process of 
labour  the qualities which distinguish him from all other living creatures. 

The instruments of labour that mankind possessed in the early primitive-commu-
nal system were of the most primitive kind—the club, the stone axe, the flint knife, the 
stone-tipped spear, the arrow, etc.

. . .
Production relations between people during this era were in accordance with the level 

of development of the productive forces. With the instruments of labour then available 
it was impossible by acting in isolation to fight the forces of nature and to secure the 
means of subsistence. 

Only labour performed in common (common hunting, fishing and so on) by all the 
members of the primitive commune through unity and mutual assistance enabled them 
to acquire the necessary means of subsistence. Common labour entailed common owner-
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ship of the means of production as the basis of the production relations in that epoch. All 
members of the commune shared the same relationship to the means of production; no 
one could deprive other members of the commune of the means of production and turn 
them into their own private property.

Since there was no private property there could be no exploitation. There was simply 
no surplus that could be taken away from a producer and kept for other members of 
society. But since there was no exploitation of the labour of others, there was also no 
need for a special apparatus of coercion. The simple functions of arranging the common 
affairs were either performed collectively or else entrusted to the most respected and 
experienced members of the commune.

The special features of this formation are thus determined by the low level of produc-
tion and the helplessness of man in the face of his formidable natural surroundings.

. . .
In the course of time the primitive-communal system reached a state of decline. The 

ultimate causes of the destruction of primitive society lay in the development of the pro-
ductive forces. Men gradually mastered the secret of smelting metals. Stone and wooden 
implements were replaced by those of metal. Ploughs with metal blades, metal axes, 
bronze and iron tips for spears, arrows, etc., became widespread. Agriculture under-
went further development. Domestication of animals and their use as draught power for 
tillage greatly increased the productivity of labour. The development of the productive 
forces (instruments of labour and production skills and the experience of the workmen) 
led to important social changes.

Social division of labour arose. Agriculture and animal husbandry and then hand-
icrafts emerged as special kinds of labor activity. Exchange of the products of labour 
began to develop; first between tribes, then within the commune itself. Gradually, the 
need for common labour practiced by the whole commune disappeared. The tribe and 
the clan broke up into families, each of which became an independent economic unit. La-
bour became split up, private property appeared, and with it the possibility of exploita-
tion, for production had now developed to such an extent that human labour power had 
begun to produce more than was required for the bare subsistence of the workman.

People were prompted to improve their instruments of labour and develop their skills 
by necessity, and by the desire to make their work easier and to build up stocks of re-
sources to defend against natural disasters. But by changing their instruments of labour 
they, unwittingly, unconsciously, not even suspecting what social consequences this 
would have, were paving the way for a profound social revolution—the replacement of 
the primitive-communal formation by the slave formation. The expanded productive 
forces of society led to new production relations among people.

The Slave System 
The foundation of the production relations of this system was private ownership not 

only of the means of production, but also of the workmen themselves as slaves. The 
slave-owner’s property rights over the slaves and over all they produced was deter-
mined by the level of development of the productive forces of that epoch. This level was 
sufficiently high to give rise to the possibility of exploitation of the working people. But 
at the same time productivity was still so low that exploitation of the workmen and ap-
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propriation of a part of what they produced could be accomplished only by reducing the 
consumption of slaves to a minimum, leaving them just enough to prevent them from 
dying of hunger.

. . .
This change in production relations also gave rise to a revolution in other spheres of 

social life.
The relations of cooperation and solidarity that had been characteristic of the primitive 

commune were superseded by a relationship involving the domination of one section of 
society over the other, by relations of exploitation, oppression, and implacable enmity. 
Society was divided into antagonistic classes - the class of slave owners and the class of 
slaves.

The epoch of slavery placed terrible burdens and hardships on the working people. 
“The lowest interests - base greed, brutal sensuality, sordid avarice, selfish plunder of 
common possessions - usher in the new, civilized society, class society; the most outra-
geous means - theft, rape, deceit, and treachery - undermine and topple the old, class-
less, gentile society.” Thus, Engels describes the period of transition from the primi-
tive-communal system to that of slavery.

The brutal exploitation of the slaves evoked bitter opposition on their part. In order 
to crush the opposition a special apparatus of coercion - the state - had to be created in 
place of the former clan and tribal institutions of administration. It was the function of 
the state to protect the property of the slave owners and to ensure a constant supply 
of slaves from prisoners of war and also from bankrupt debtors, who were turned into 
slaves. The birth of the state gave rise to the birth of law, a system of juridical standards 
and prescriptions expressing the will of the ruling class and protected by the coercive 
power of the state. New customs and the specific ideology of slave society appeared. 
Scorn and contempt for physical labour, which now came to be considered an occupa-
tion unworthy of a free man, gradually spread among the oppressors; the idea of the 
inequality of men took firm root.

. . .
But the time came when the possibilities of progress inherent in the slave mode of 

production were exhausted, when its production relations turned more and more into 
fetters hampering the development of the productive forces. Having in their posses-
sion cheap slave labour, the slave-owners made no effort to improve the instruments 
of production. What was more, the slave, who was not interested in the results of his 
labour, could not be entrusted with complex and costly tools. More and more insistently 
the needs of the development of the productive forces demanded the abolition of the old 
production relations.

This could only be accomplished by a social revolution. The classes and groups that 
suffered most from the slave system and therefore had most to gain from its abolition 
formed the driving force behind that revolution. For the most part, they were slaves and 
the poorest section of the freemen. As the contradictions in the old mode of production 
came to a head, the class conflict grew more and more acute. It took all kinds of forms—
from deliberate breaking of the instruments of labour to uprisings involving tens of 
thousands of people. 

In the end, under the combined blows of the uprisings of the working classes and the 



280  Historical Materialism

attacks of neighbouring  barbarian tribes, which the slave-owning state, weakened by 
internal contradictions and conflicts, would no longer resist, the slave system crumbled. 
It was replaced by a new system of feudalism.

The Feudal System
The foundation of the production relations of this system lies in the feudal lords’ 

ownership of the means of production, primarily of the land (the very concept known 
as “feudalism” is derived from the Latin word “feodum,” the name given to the land 
distributed by the king to his vassals in return for their military allegiance). The peasants 
were personally dependent on the feudal rulers, but were no longer completely their 
property.* The feudal rulers had the right to the labour of the peasants, and latter were 
obliged to do service for their lords.

Feudal society was marked also by the peasants and craftsmen possessing their per-
sonal holdings: the peasant serf had his own plot of land, his personal holding, the 
products of which remained at his disposal after his obligations to the feudal lord had 
been met.

* In some countries (for example, Russia) the personal dependence of the peasants on 
the feudal rulers assumed particularly crude forms, approaching slavery. The landlord 
could buy and sell peasants, etc.

This special character of the production relations opened up new possibilities for the 
growth of the productive forces. The direct producer now had a definite material inter-
est in the results of his work. Accordingly, he no longer broke or spoiled his tools, but, 
on the contrary, looked after them carefully and went out of his way to improve them. 
Agriculture made further progress; the three-field system of cultivation was evolved and 
methods of land fertilisation were more and more widely adopted. Even more signifi-
cant successes were achieved by the craftsmen supplying agricultural instruments, arti-
cles of daily life used by feudal rulers and merchants, various kinds of utensils, and also 
weapons and military equipment. The development of crafts and trade led to the rise of 
towns. In the course of time the towns became powerful economic, political, and cultural 
centre s; the cradle of the new capitalist mode of production.

In the epoch of feudalism, many outstanding discoveries that had a great influence on 
the course of human history were made. Man learned to produce iron out of pig iron, 
to build sailing ships with keels that were capable of making long voyages, to fashion 
simple optical instruments (spectacles, telescopes); the compass, gunpowder, paper, 
book-printing, and mechanical clocks were invented. The muscular power of men and 
animals was supplemented on an ever wider scale by the force of the wind (windmills 
and sailing-ships) and of falling water (the water-mill and water-wheel were the simple 
and widespread engines of the Middle Ages).

The replacement of slave production relations by feudal ones brought about chang-
es in the whole life of society. The principal changes are in class structure. The feudal 
rulers, with the ownership of the land, became the ruling class. The other basic class of 
feudal society was the serfs. The relations between these two classes were antagonistic 
in character and based on an irreconcilable opposition of class interests. The forms of 
exploitation, although slightly milder than those of slavery, were of a very cruel kind. 
The exploitation of the peasants was still based on non-economic coercion. The serf 
experienced the economic stimulus of material incentive only when working on his own 
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personal holding. The greater part of his time was devoted to working for the feudal 
lord, for which labour he received no reward whatsoever. Here the main incentive to 
work was fear of punishment, of physical violence, and also of the danger of losing all 
his personal property, which could be confiscated by the landlord.

Compared with that of slave society, the class struggle in feudal society rises to a 
higher level. Peasant uprisings sometimes embrace large territories. The strength of the 
peasants’ resistance to the feudals is shown by the peasant wars which shook one coun-
try after another: Wat Tyler’s Rebellion in England (14th century), the Jacquerie in France 
(14th-15th centuries), the Hussite wars in Bohemia (15th century), the Peasant War in 
Germany (16th century), the Taiping Rebellion in China (19th century), the Sikh upris-
ings in India (17th-48th centuries), the uprisings of Bolotnikov and Razin (17th century) 
and of Pugachov (18th century) in Russia, etc. 

The political and ideological superstructure of feudal society reflects the forms of ex-
ploitation and class struggle peculiar to it. To exploit and hold down the serfs, the feudal 
state had constantly to resort to armed force, which was at the disposal not only of the 
central authority but also of each feudal lord, who was the absolute master within his 
own domains and could condemn and punish at will.

The social and economic inequality of feudal society is embodied in legislation. Class-
es and their various internal strata constitute estates (feudal society being divided into 
such estates as the nobility, the clergy, the merchants, and the peasantry). The relations 
between the estates and within each of them are based on a system of strict subordina-
tion and personal dependence. The rigidity of social barriers impedes movement from 
one step of the feudal hierarchy to another. The spiritual life of feudal society is ruled by 
the Church and religion.

In the course of time, the development of the productive forces comes into contra-
diction with the production relations prevailing in feudal society and the political and 
ideological superstructure determined by them. The peasants fight ever more stubbornly 
against feudal oppression for the right to dispose freely of the products of their econom-
ic activity. They endeavour to free themselves from feudal exploitation to obtain the 
means for improving their husbandry, etc. Large manufacturing establishments based 
on craft techniques but making extensive use of the division of labour and employing 
the labour of workmen free from personal dependence spring up alongside the small 
artisan workshops. 

The towns - the bulwark of the young bourgeoisie - vigorously developed. Trade as-
sumed ever wider scope. Merchants with the help of the king’s forces seized new mar-
kets in overseas countries. The growth of exchange led in its turn to the rapid develop-
ment of production, which was also facilitated by the scientific and technical discoveries 
of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. 

In the midst of the feudal system a new, capitalist mode of production is gradually 
formed. Its development demands the abolition of the feudal order. The bourgeoisie—
the class that now appears as the sponsor of the new mode of production—needs a 
“free” labor market, i. e., workers who are free both of serf dependence and property, 
and whose hunger will drive them to the factories. It needs a national market, the re-
moval of tariff and all other barriers created by the feudal rulers. It achieves the abolition 
of the taxes that pay for the upkeep of the court and the numerous retinues of the no-
bility, and the destruction of the privileges of the estates. Its aim is to be able to control 
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affairs in all spheres of the life of society.
The bourgeoisie rallies round it all the classes and groups that are dissatisfied with the 

feudal order, from the peasant serfs and lower strata of the towns, who live in conditions 
of poverty, humiliation and oppression, to the advanced scientists and writers, who, re-
gardless of their origin, are stifled by the spiritual tyranny of feudalism and the Church. 

Thus begins the epoch of bourgeois revolutions.

The Capitalist System
The production relations of capitalism are based on the private ownership by capital-

ists of the means of production. The capitalist class exploits the class of workers, who are 
free from personal dependence but are compelled to sell their labor-power because they 
are deprived of the means of production.

The production relations of capitalism opened up broad opportunities for the develop-
ment of the productive forces. Large scale machine production, based on the harnessing 
of powerful forces of nature such as steam, and later electricity, and on the wide appli-
cation of science to the process of production, comes into being and develops at a rapid 
pace. Capitalism brings about the division of labour not only within separate countries 
but between countries themselves, thus creating a world market, and then a world eco-
nomic system.

And again the changes in the mode of production are followed by changes throughout 
the life of society.

The capitalist class and the working class become the main classes of society. As be-
fore, the relations between them remain antagonistic in character, since they are based 
on exploitation, on the oppression of the propertyless by the possessors of property. 
They are the relations of an implacable class struggle. But the methods of exploitation 
and oppression have radically changed, the prevailing form of compulsion has become 
economic. The capitalist, as a rule, does not require physical force to make people work 
for him. Deprived of the means of production, the worker is compelled to do so “ volun-
tarily” - under threat of death by starvation. The relations of exploitation are veiled by 
the “free” hire of workers by the master, by the buying and selling of labor-power.

The changed methods of exploitation bring about a change in the methods of political 
rule. The transition takes place from the undisguised despotism of previous epochs to 
more refined forms of rule, to bourgeois democracy. The unlimited power of the hered-
itary monarch gives way to a parliamentary republic (or at least a constitutional mon-
archy), suffrage is introduced, citizens are declared to have certain political freedoms 
and to be equal before the law. This kind of system is most in accord with the principles 
of free competition and the free play of economic forces on which capitalism for a long 
time was based. 

All the differences between the political and ideological superstructure of bourgeois 
society and that of feudalism do not, however, alter the basic fact that it is still a super-
structure erected upon relations of private ownership and exploitation. The dominant 
part of this superstructure is composed of the institutions and ideas of the oppressor 
class—the bourgeoisie—whose task it is to preserve bourgeois class domination and to 
ensure the obedience of the exploited masses. 

As has been proved today not only in theory but in social practice, the capitalist for-
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mation is also temporary, transitory. Increasingly profound antagonisms, above all the 
contradiction between the social character of production and the private form of appro-
priation, matured and deepened in the very heart of the system. The only way out of 
these contradictions is to effect the transition to social ownership of the means of pro-
duction, i.e., to socialism. 

But, as in the past, the transition to a new mode of production is only possible through 
a social revolution. The force destined to effect this revolution is generated by capitalism 
itself in the shape of the working class. Rallying to its side all the working people, the 
working class overthrows the power of capital and creates a new, socialist system free 
from the exploitation of man by man.

The Socialist System 
The socialist mode of production is based on social ownership of the means of produc-

tion. The production relations of socialist society are therefore relations of cooperation 
and mutual assistance among workers liberated from exploitation. They correspond to 
the character of the productive forces, the social character of production being based on 
social ownership of the means of production. 

Unlike the primitive-communal system, the socialisation of the means of production 
occurs now on the basis of tremendously developed productive forces, culture and 
man’s power over nature. The new system opens up for humanity unlimited oppor-
tunities of progress, both in the development of the productive forces and in all other 
spheres of the life of society.

Such is a very general outline of the basic stages of the development of human society.
Our knowledge of the past provides us with striking confirmation of the scientific 

validity of the materialist conception of history, the essence of which Marx formulated as 
follows in the preface to his book A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy:

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 arises a legal and political superstruc-
ture 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 be-
ing, 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.
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GLOSSARY & INDEX 

Absolutization Erroneously holding a belief or supposition as always true in all situations and 
without exception. See Part 1, p. 49; Part 2: p. 146.

Alexandre Dumas (1802-1870) French novelist and playwright who wrote The Three Musketeers.
See Part 2: p. 229.

Base Also known as: Economic Base; Material Base, Objective Base. The material 
aspect of a social-economic formation; the totality of relations of production that 
constitute the economic structure of a society which exists in dialectical unity 
with a superstructure. See also: Economy; Superstructure.
See Part 1: p. 23; Part 2: p. 73.

Bourgeoisie See: Capitalist Class.

Bypass To skip over a stage of development of the mode of production in the historical 
development of a human society. See Part 2: p. 34-37, 69-71, 172-173, 269-272.

Cadre A person or group of people with a leadership position in a political 
organization (i.e., within a communist party).

Capitalism See: Capitalist Mode of Production.

Capitalist Class The economic class which owns the means of production under the capitalist 
mode of production.

Capitalist Mode of 
Production

Also known as Capitalism. The current mode of production of human society 
in most nations. Typified by mechanized industrial production of goods and 
private ownership of the means of production by capitalists.

Category The most general grouping of aspects, attributes, and relations of things, 
phenomena, and ideas. Different specific fields of inquiry may categorize things, 
phenomena, and/or ideas differently from one another. See Part 1: p. 126

Category Pair A pair of philosophical categories within materialist dialectics. Materialist 
Dialectics tend to focus on universal category pairs which can be used 
to examine the characteristics, relations, and development of all things, 
phenomena, and ideas. Examples of category pairs include: private and 
common; content and form; reason and result; essence and phenomena.
See Part 1: p. 127.

Change See: Development.

Class Character The characteristics and attributes (including aspects of social being as well as 
aspects of social consciousness) which are typical of an economic class within 
a social-economic formation. Class character is derived from the relationships 
which an economic class has with the means of production and with other 
economic classes in society. See Part 2: p. 116, 138.

Class Consciousness A highly developed form of social consciousness which an economic class 
develops by becoming aware of its own existence as well as its historical 
revolutionary mission. See Part 2: p. 14, 94, 99, 114-139, 145, 154, 182, 190, 196, 
201, 209, 233-235.
See also: Historical Mission.

Class Dictatorship Rulership of a social-economic formation by a dominant economic class. This 
rulership is accomplished through the construction and control of a state and 
maintained through violence. See also: Dictatorship of the Proletariat.

Class Society A formation of society which separates human beings into groups based on 
their relation to the means of production and to one another.

Class Struggle The process through which different classes labor and fight to obtain more 
benefits from the productive forces of society.
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Commandism An error in revolutionary leadership which occurs when revolutionaries do 
not listen to the people and instead attempt to command them through force 
of will. This is a form of voluntarism because it reflects a mistaken belief that 
the subjective will of the revolutionary individual or party can impose its will 
unilaterally on the masses. It fails to account for the dialectical relationship 
which exists between more advanced elements of the revolutionary class and 
the masses at large. See Part 2: p. 157-158.
See also: Voluntarism, Tailism.

Common See: Private and Common.

Communism A stateless, classless society. Building a communist society is the goal of 
Scientific Socialism and is the Historic Mission of the working class.

Comprehensive and 
Historical Perspective

Also known as Comprehensive and Historical Viewpoint. A perspective 
which seeks to consider both the historical development subject as well as all 
internal and external relationships of a subject which determine and impact its 
development. Dialectical Materialist philosophy demands a comprehensive and 
historical perspective in order to fully and properly understand reality.
See Part 1: p. 115, 172, 235. Part 2, p. 2, 7, 134, 148, 151, 185, 191, 214, 224, 235.
See also: Viewpoint.

Comprehensive 
Perspective

Also known as Comprehensive Viewpoint. A viewpoint which seeks to consider 
the internal dialectical relationships between the component parts, factors, 
and aspects within a thing or phenomenon, and which considers external 
mutual interactions with with other things, phenomena, and ideas. See also: 
Comprehensive and Historical Perspective. See Part 1: p. 115, 172, 235.

Confucianism A religion or a systematic and methodical doctrine that has existed since the 
5th century B.C.E. Confucianism is concerned with Humanity. Specifically, 
Confucianism teaches a way of being a human being in the family and in 
society. See Part 1: p. 5; Part 2: p. 217.

Content See: Content and Form.

Content and Form 
(Category Pair)

Content is the philosophical category which refers to the sum of all aspects, 
attributes, and processes that a thing, phenomenon, or idea is made from.
Form is the philosophical category which refers to the mode of existence 
and development of things, phenomena, and ideas. Form thus describes the 
system of relatively stable relationships which exist internally within things, 
phenomena, and ideas.
Content and form have a dialectical relationship with one another, in which 
content determines form and form impacts back on content.
See Part 1: p. 115, 147-155, 166; Part 2: p. 45-46, 63, 65, 72, 84-85, 161.

Continuous Motion Change/development/motion which is constant. Dialectical Materialism’s 
Principle of Development holds that all things, phenomena, and ideas are 
constantly changing and that this change is brought about by internal and 
external relationships through processes of contradiction and negation. See also: 
Development. See Part 2: p. 78-80.

Contradiction A relationship in which two forces oppose one another, leading to mutual 
development. See Part 1: p. 123, 159, 163, 169, 175-191.

Coup d'Etat A change in governmental rule in which power does not shift from one 
economic class to another. Not to be confused with social revolution in 
which a new revolutionary class seizes power over the state and the means of 
production. See Part 2: p. 208-209.

Creativity The characteristic of human beings which allows human society and production 
processes to develop over time through conscious activity. See Part 2: p. 42-44, 
216, 229, 233.
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Daoism A Chinese philosophy and spiritual tradition that emerged around the 6th 
century B.C.E. Daoism centered on living in harmony with the Dao (the “Way”), 
a universal principle that underlies all existence. See Part 2, p. 218.

Development The change and motion of things, phenomena, and ideas with a forward 
tendency: from less advanced to more advanced; and/or from a less complete to 
a more complete level.

Dialectical Materialism A universal philosophical and methodological system which forms the 
theoretical core of a scientific worldview. Dialectical Materialism was first 
developed by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels with the express goal of achieving 
communism. Dialectical Materialism has since been defended and developed 
by Vladimir Ilyich Lenin as well as many others. Dialectical Materialism is the 
philosophy upon which Historical Materialism was developed.

Dialectical Negation See: Negation.

Dialectical Relationship A relationship in which two things, phenomena, or ideas mutually impact one 
another, leading to development and negation. See Part 1: p. 47, 51, 62.

Dialectical Unity The universal principle of Materialist Dialectics which states that even though 
all relationships are diverse and different from one another, they also exist in 
unity, because all relationships share a foundation in the material world.
See Part 1: p. 109-110, 125, 130; Part 2: p. 38, 173-174.
See also: Unity in Diversity.

Dictatorship See: Class Dictatorship

Dictatorship of the 
Proletariat

The historical mission of the working class and a prerequisite to communism. 
A dictatorship of the proletariat is a social-economic formation in which the 
vast majority of society (i.e., the working class) seizes control of the means of 
production and constructs a state to enforce its rule over society. Over time, this 
state will be eliminated, eventually leading to a stateless, classless society.
See Part 1: p. 26, 33, 35-36; Part 2: p. 89, 96, 99, 103, 118, 145, 149, 153, 182-183, 
202-204, 208, 210, 271.

Diversity in Unity The universal principle of Materialist Dialectics which states that even though 
all relationships are diverse and different from one another, they also exist in 
unity, because all relationships share a foundation in the material world.
See Part 1: p. 109-110, 125, 130; Part 2: p. 38, 173-174.
See also: Unity in Diversity.

Doi Moi Period The period of Vietnamese history following the Subsidizing Period, which 
lasted from 1986-2025 which was marked by Doi Moi (“renovation”) reforms. 
These reforms were intended to return Vietnam to adherence to objective laws 
and to the basic principles of Marxism-Leninism. The Doi Moi Period ended in 
2025 after these goals were considered to be successfully accomplished.
See Part 2: p. 253-268.

Dogmatism An inflexible adherence to ideals as incontrovertibly true while refusing to 
take any contradictory evidence into consideration. Dogmatism stands in 
direct opposition to Materialist Dialectics, which seeks to form opinions and 
conclusions only after careful consideration of all observable evidence.
See Part 1: p. 136-137, 174, 217-218, 233; Part 2: p. 202, 223.

Economic Aspect (of the 
Mode of Production)

The economic organization of production processes within a mode of 
production.
See Part 2: p. 16-17, 90. See also: Economy.

Economic Base See: Base.

Economy The sum total of the dialectical relationships within a human society which 
are directly related to production, trading, distribution, and consumption of 
commodities and services in order to meet the demands of that society, given a 
limitation of available resources.
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Empirical Consciousness The stage of development of consciousness in which perceptions are formed via 
direct observations of things and phenomena in the natural world, or of society, 
or through scientific experimentation and systematic observation. See also: 
Empircal Social Consciousness. See Part 1: p. 210-214; Part 2: p. 112.

Empirical Social 
Consciousness

Social consciousness which is formed directly from daily practical activities, not 
yet systematized nor generalized into theory. See Part 2: p. 108, 111-112.
See also: Theoretical Social Consciousness.

Empiricism A broad philosophical position which holds that only experience (including 
internal experience) can be held as a source of knowledge or truth. Though 
nominally opposed to idealism, it is considered a faulty (or naive) form of 
materialism, since it sees the world as only unconnected, static appearances and 
ignores the reality of dialectical (changing) relationships between objects.
See Part 1: p. 9-12, 29, 94, 96-97, 100, 218. Part 2: p. 22-23, 126, 220.

Engels See: Friedrich Engels.

Essence See: Essence and Phenomena.

Essence and Phenomena 
(Category Pair)

The essence category refers to the synthesis of all the internal aspects as well 
as the obvious and stable relations that define the existence, motion and 
development of things and ideas. The phenomena category refers to the external 
manifestation of those internal aspects and relations in specific conditions. 
Essence always determines which phenomena appear, but phenomena do not 
always accurately reflect essence in human perception; in other words, it is 
possible to misinterpret phenomena, leading to a misunderstanding of essence, 
or to mistake phenomena for essence.
See Part 1: p. 156-160.

Essential See: Essence and Phenomena.

Essential Class The economic classes within a social-economic formation which have an 
essential role in the ownership and/or operation of the means of production.
See Part 2: p. 65.
See also: Essence and Phenomena.

Essential Means of 
Production

Those means of production which are most essential in the material production 
process or in a specific labor activity.
See Part 2: p. 148, 186-187.
See also: Essence and Phenomena.

Existentialism A Western philosophy that emphasizes individual freedom, choice, and the 
creation of meaning in a seemingly indifferent or absurd universe. It focuses 
on subjective experience and the idea that humans define their own essence 
through their actions and decisions. Existentialism is idealist in the sense that 
it prioritizes the mind, consciousness, and human agency over material forces 
of reality. Existentialism asserts that reality is shaped by individual perception, 
values, and choices rather than by objective, material phenomena, thus putting 
the conception of human nature on an idealist basis. See Part 2: p. 219-220.

False Consciousness Forms of consciousness (ideas, thoughts, concepts, etc.) which are incorrect and 
misaligned from reality. See Part 1: p. 231-233, 237; Part 2: p. 12, 14, 31, 94, 113-
115, 124-125, 129, 135, 142, 154, 158, 201, 225.

Fideism The belief that knowledge is received from some higher power. Fideism 
upholds that all knowledge is pre-existing, and that humanity simply receives it 
from on high. Dialectical Materialism, on the other hand, argues that knowledge 
is developed over time through dialectical processes of consciousness and 
human activity. See Part 1: p. 56-57, 209; Part 2: p. 221.

Friedrich Engels (1820-1895) German theorist, politician, philosopher, leader of the international 
working class, and co-founder of Scientific Socialism with Karl Marx.

Forces of Production See: Productive Forces.
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Form See: Content and Form

Form of Social 
Consciousness

A distinct collection of ideas, attitudes, and beliefs which are shared by a group 
of people in society and which is defended, advanced, and developed by a 
corresponding social institution. See Part 2: p. 19, 26-27, 56, 82, 84-85, 105, 108, 
127, 131, 134, 137, 139-140, 142, 144-146, 205, 283.

Forward Tendency of 
Development

Also known as the Forward Tendency of Motion. The tendency for things, 
phenomena, and ideas to move from less advanced to more advanced forms 
through processes of motion and development. See Part 1: p. 122-123, 197, 201; 
Part 2: p. 32, 34.

George Wilhelm Friedrich 
Hegel

(1770 - 1831) German philosophy professor & objective idealist philosopher; 
developed the system of idealist dialectics which Marx and Engels used as a 
basis for developing materialist dialectics. See Part 1: p. 8-11, 29, 69-71, 97, 98, 
100-105, 132, 157, 165, 182, 192, 193-194, 209, 228; Part 2: p. 144, 219.

Germ See: Seed.

Great Man Theory of 
History

A common misconception about human society which holds that human history 
moves forward primarily and essentially because of the actions of individual 
“great” human beings who develop history through their will, intellect, and 
other personal qualities. This is an idealist conception of history as it attributes 
the motion of history to the consciousness of particular individual human 
beings. In contrast, Marxism-Leninism holds that the masses create history (and 
that leaders are created by the masses) through material processes of history.
See Part 2: p. 234-235. See also: Leaders.

Hegel See: George Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel.

Hegelian Idealism The idealist philosophy upheld by George Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel.
See Part 2: p. 144.

Historical Materialism The application of Dialectical Materialist philosophy and Materialist Dialectical 
methodology to the study and analysis of human history. Historical Materialism 
exists with the objective of understanding the history and development of 
capitalism so that it can ultimately be superseded and so that a stateless, 
classless society can be built and human beings can begin collectively writing 
our own history without the inherent limitations of economic class division.

Historical Mission The objective need which an economic class has to pursue its own agenda and 
to benefit as greatly as possible from the means of production.
See: Part 1, p. 4, 26, 33; Part 2: Referenced throughout.

Historical Perspective Also known as Historical Viewpoint. A viewpoint which demands that subjects 
be considered in their current stage of motion and development, while also 
taking into consideration the development and transformation of the subject 
over time. See Part 1: p. 116-118, 125-126, 143, 185, 234; Part 2: p. 2, 7, 38, 124, 
130, 134, 148, 151, 185, 191, 214, 222-223, 235.

History Everything that happened in the past. In the context of Historical Materialism, 
“history” usually refers to human history. Human history is the entirety of 
human activities from its appearance to the present day, including the history of 
human interaction with nature and the process of human interaction with each 
other.

Ho Chi Minh (1890-1969) Communist leader of Vietnam who led revolutionary struggle 
against colonial France, fascist Japan, and the imperialist USA.

Human History See: History.
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Human Nature A philosophical concept which refers to the most essential aspects of humanity. 
Various philosophies have attempted to define human nature. Historical 
Materialism asserts that human nature has a natural aspect as well as a social 
aspect, and that these aspects exist in dialectical unity with one another.
See Part 1: p. 13-14, 78, 85; Part 2: p. 14, 152, 191, 212-227, 232.
See also: Natural Aspect of Human Nature; Social Aspect of Human Nature. 

Human Production Also known as Human Material Production. Material production processes 
carried out by human beings.

Human Reproduction At the individual and family scale: the act of giving birth and raising children 
to maintain mankind; at the social scale: population growth and human 
development as socio-bio entities. Not to be confused with “human production” 
in this text; here, “human production” is used to refer to human material 
production processes.
See Part 2: p. 10-13.

Human Society The collective existence of human beings. Historical Materialism is the study 
of the development and existence of human society using the framework of 
Dialectical Materialist philosophy and Materialist Dialectical methodology.
See also: Social-Economic Formation.

Human Will Also known as Human Willpower; Subjective Will; Will; Willpower. The 
ability for human beings to intentionally impact and change the world through 
conscious activity practices known as labor. See Part 1: p. 12, 113, 124, 161, 175; 
Part 2: p. 25-26, 33, 50, 79, 126, 155, 163, 177-178, 207, 227.

Humanism A philosophical concept related to the elevation of humanity. The Marxist-
Leninist conception of humanism is concerned with the liberation of all human 
beings through social revolution which will eliminate class society and allow all 
of humanity to work together without the oppressive structures of class society.
See Part 1: p. 14, 40; Part 2: p. 144, 225.

Idealism A philosophical position which holds that the only reliable experience of 
reality occurs within human consciousness. Idealists believe that human reason 
exclusively or as a first basis is the best way to seek truth.

Ideologist A specific type of intellectual who performs a political role in society; 
ideologists specifically work to develop and disseminate the ideology of a 
particular political party or movement which serves a particular economic class
See Part 2: p. 186.

Ideology The highest form of theoretical social consciousness, formed when people are 
more aware of their material living conditions. Ideology has the ability to delve 
deeply into the nature of subjects including social relationships. Note: the term 
“ideology” was also used by Friedrich Engels to refer to the concept of false 
consciousness. See Part 1: p. 231-232.

Inheritance See: Property of Inheritance.

Inheritance Characteristic See: Property of Inheritance.

Inheritance Property See: Property of Inheritance.

Institution A superstructural entity which has been established by humans within a social-
economic formation in order to promote, defend, and develop a corresponding 
form of social consciousness. See Part 2: p. 86.

Intellectual Human beings who perform labor in the realm of human and social 
consciousness. Any human being who works to develop, disseminate, and 
interpret ideas can, therefore, be considered an intellectual. Intellectuals can 
serve a wide variety of roles in human society, including: writers, artists, 
journalists, teachers, medical physicians, lawyers, and so on.
See Part 2, p. 185-191, 200, 276.
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Intellectual Laborer Workers who are exploited for profit by capitalists and earn wages by laboring 
primarily through mental activity. This distinguishes them from most other 
laborers who work by directly operating the means of production.
See Part 2: p. 186.

Internal Development Also known as Internal Motion; Development Within the Thing-in-Itself. 
Change/motion/development which occurs within a thing, phenomenon, or 
idea. Internal Motion is what drives the development of a subject in accordance 
with the Principle of Development. See Part 1: p. 79, 124, 189, 191; Part 2: p. 141-
142, 160, 168.

Internal Motion See: Internal Development

Jenny Marx (1844-1883) Married name: Jenny Caroline Marx Longuet. Pen name: J. Williams. One 
of four daughters of Karl Marx (all named Jenny). Jenny Caroline Marx was, like 
her father, a socialist writer and activist.
See Part 2: p. 229.

Karl Marx (1818-1883) German theorist, politician, philosopher, political economist, 
founder of Scientific Socialism, and leader of the international working class.

Labor Any conscious activity performed by humans which changes or develops 
the world around us. Labor allows humans to engage in material production 
activity. See Part 1: p. 3, 6, 14-17, 23-24, 49, 64, 74-80, 89-90, 93, 95-96, 105, 162, 
175, 184, 201, 206, 210, 212, 218; Part 2: Referenced throughout.
See also: Human Will.

Labor Productivity The amount which a single human being can produce in the workplace.
See Part 2: p. 32, 34, 191.

Law of Negation of 
Negation

A universal law of Materialist Dialectics which states that the fundamental 
and universal tendency of motion and development occurs through a cycle of 
dialectical negation, wherein each and every negation is, in turn, negated once 
more. See Part 1: p. 163, 185, 195, 198, 200, 201, 202, 227; Part 2: p. 66, 69, 240.

Law of Relationship 
Between Social Being and 
Social Consciousness

A law of Historical Materialism which is rooted in the Dialectical Materialist 
conception of the relationship between matter and consciousness. This law 
states that social being and social consciousness exist in dialectical unity; and 
that social being determines social consciousness, while social consciousness 
can impact back upon social being. See Part 2: p. 99, 124, 141.

Law of Suitability See: Law of Suitability Between the Relations of Production and the Productive 
Forces.

Law of Suitability 
Between the Relations 
of Production and the 
Productive Forces

A law of Historical Materialism which states that the development level 
of productive forces must suit the development level of the relations of 
production. See Part 2: p. 18, 42, 48, 59, 66-72, 80, 96, 116, 118, 127, 147, 164-166, 
192, 254, 259, 262-263.

Law of the Economic 
Base Determining the 
Superstructure of Society

A law of Historical Materialism which states that every economic base forms 
a superstructure which is suitable to itself in order to maintain and protect the 
base. This is the basis of Social Formation Theory. See Part 2: p. 159.

Law of Transformation 
Between Quantity and 
Quality

The universal law of Dialectical Materialism which concerns the universal mode 
of motion and development processes of nature, society, and human thought, 
which states that qualitative changes of things, phenomena, and ideas arise 
from the inevitable basis of the quantitative changes of things, phenomena, and, 
ideas, and, vice versa, quantitative changes of things, phenomena, and ideas 
arise from the inevitable basis of qualitative changes of things, phenomena, and 
ideas. See Part 1: p. 163-165, 172-173, 227; Part 2: p 66-69, 72.

Law of Unification and 
Contradiction Between 
Opposites

The universal law of Dialectical Materialism which states that the fundamental, 
originating, and universal driving force of all motion and development 
processes is the inherent and objective contradictions which exists in all things, 
phenomena, and ideas. See Part 1: p. 163, 175, 181; Part 2: p. 28-29, 66, 68, 170.
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Leader Outstanding individuals created by the revolutionary movement of the masses 
who are strongly associated with the masses. Note that “leaders” as defined 
within the framework of Marxism-Leninism are not mystical and do not drive 
history, themselves, as individuals. Rather, they are put forth from the masses 
by the material processes of history as explained in Part 2, p. 234-236.
See also: Great Man Theory of History.

Leo Tolstoy (1828-1910) Russian author who wrote about social problems. See Part 2: p. 145.

Legalism A Chinese political philosophy that emerged in the 6th century B.C.E. Legalism 
advocated strict laws, harsh punishments, and centralized authority to maintain 
social order and state control. It was rooted in the belief that humans are 
inherently self-interested and require strong governance to prevent chaos.
See Part 2: p. 217

Lenin See: Vladimir Ilyich Lenin.

Lenin's Proof of the 
Theory of Reflection

Arguments formulated by Vladimir Ilyich Lenin which prove that that the 
material world must exist outside of and independent from our consciousness; 
that consciousness can accurately reflect the material world; and that this 
reflection can become increasingly accurate over time.
See Part 1: p. 72-74; Part 2: p. 126.

Marx See: Karl Marx.

Marxism-Leninism A system of scientific opinions and theories focused on liberating the working 
class from capitalism and achieving a stateless, classless, communist society. 
The core ideas of this system were first developed by Karl Marx and Friedrich 
Engels, then defended and further developed by Vladimir Ilyich Lenin. 
Marxism-Leninism has three component parts: the Philosophy of Marxism (i.e., 
Dialectical Materialism, Materialist Dialectics, and Historical Materialism); the 
Political Economy of Marxism; and Scientific Socialism. See Part 1, p. 1, 22.

Material Base See: Base.

Material Basis The underlying material subjects and material conditions which determine 
forms of consciousness and social consciousness.

Material Conditions The material external environment in which humans live, including the natural 
environment, the means of production and the economic base of human society, 
objective social relations, and other externalities and systems which affect 
human life and human society. See Part 1: p. 6, 22, 40-42, 70-72, 80-81, 87, 92-95, 
116-118, 161, 174, 179, 181, 206-207, 210, 229.

Material Production Practical activity with the aim of transforming objects of the natural world 
according to the needs of existing humans and the development of society. 
Material production takes place through human conscious activity which we 
call labor in conjunction with other factors such as nature, tools, production 
processes, and so on. See Part 1: p. 206-208.

Materialist Dialectics A scientific system and methodology which is rooted in Dialectical Materialism; 
Materialist Dialectics are concerned with motion, development, and common 
relationships, and with the most common rules of motion and development of 
nature, society, and human thought. See Part 1: p. 10, 21, 45-47, 98-202, 227, 237.

Means of Production Physical inputs and systems used in the production of goods and services, 
including: machinery, factory buildings, tools, equipment, and anything else 
used in producing goods and services. See Part 1: p. 2-3, 7, 14-16.

Means of Production 
Factors of the Productive 
Forces

Factors of productive forces which are related to the means of production; in 
this dialectical relationship, Means of Production Factors are determined by 
Worker Factors and impact back upon them. See Part 2: p. 44-45.
See also: Worker Factors of the Productive Forces.

Mechanical Materialism The erroneous philosophical belief that consciousness is completely determined 
by the material world and that consciousness cannot impact back upon the 
material world. See Part 2: p. 99, 140-141, 152-153, 223.
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Mental Production The production of ideological programs such as philosophy, religion, art, and so 
on. See Part 2: p. 10-12, 21, 118, 125.

Metaphysical Materialism An erroneous form of materialism which holds that all change can exist only as 
an increase or decrease in quantity which is brought about by external causes. 
See Part 1: p. 52; Part 2: p. 152-153, 223, 227.

Metaphysics A branch of philosophy that attempts to explain the fundamental nature of 
reality. Metaphysical philosophy has taken many forms through the centuries, 
but one common shortcoming of metaphysical thought is a tendency to view 
things and ideas in a static, abstract manner. Generally speaking, metaphysics 
presents nature as a collection of objects and phenomena which are isolated 
from one another and fundamentally unchanging.
See Part 1: p. 52; Part 2: p. 221-222.

Methodology A system of reasoning: the ideas and rules that guide humans to research, 
build, select, and apply the most suitable methods in both perception and 
practice. Methodologies can range from very specific to broadly general, with 
philosophical methodology being the most general scope of methodology.
See Part 1: p. 44.

Mission See: Historical Mission.

Mode of Production The manner in which humans carry out the production processes of society 
within certain historical periods.

Motion See: Development.

Natural Aspect (of 
Humanity and of Human 
Nature)

The aspect of humanity which arises from humanity's dialectical relationship 
with the natural world. The natural aspect of human nature is the material basis 
of human development. The natural aspect exists in dialectical unity with the 
social aspect; this unity is what defined human nature.
See Part 2: p. 212-216, 222-225, 228, 256.
See also: Social Aspect of Human Nature; Human Nature.

Natural-Historical 
Characteristic of Society

Also known as the Objective-Law Characteristic of Human Society; refers to 
the properties of human society which universally adhere to objective laws 
of Dialectical Materialism, Materialist Dialectics, and Historical Materialism. 
Subjective factors of human society are distinct from objective factors but also 
important in the development process of human history. See Part 2: p. 168.

Natural-Historical Process A process which arises from nature, is governed by objective laws of nature 
(natural) and which occurs over time (historical). See Part 2: p. 162-164, 172, 176.

Nature The external world which humans exist in. Nature includes all of the material 
things and phenomena which surround us and which we interact with and 
utilize in our daily existence. Humanity and nature exist in dialectical unity and 
mutually define and develop one another over time.

Negation The development process through which two contradicting objects mutually 
develop one another until one is overtaken by the other. In dialectical 
materialism, negation takes the form of dialectical negation.
See Part 1: p. 123, 175-176, 183, 185-202.

Negation of Negation See: Law of Negation of Negation.

Objectivity See: Objective Factors.

Objective Conditions See: Objective Factors.

Objective Factors Factors and conditions which arise from and are governed by objective laws. 
Objective factors have a dialectical relationship with subjective factors; in this 
relationship, objective factors play the determining role but subjective factors 
can also have impact.

Objective-Law 
Characteristic of Society

See: Natural Historical Characteristic of Society.
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Objective Laws The regular, common, obvious, natural, objective relations between internal 
aspects, factors, and attributes of a thing or phenomenon or between things and 
phenomena. See Part 1: p. 162.

Objective Idealism A form of idealism which asserts that the ideal and consciousness are the 
primary existence, while also positing that the ideal and consciousness are 
objective, and that they exist independently of nature and humans.
See Part 1: p. 50; Part 2: p. 125.

Objective Need A condition which must inevitably be fulfilled because of objective laws and 
principles; a situation in which a certain outcome must occur because of the 
essential internal aspects. Such objective needs arise from obviousness.

Obviousness See: Obviousness and Randomness.

Obviousness and 
Randomness 
(Category Pair)

The philosophical category of Obviousness refers to events that occur because 
of the essential internal aspects of a subject which become reasons for certain 
results in certain conditions: the obvious has to happen in a certain way, it 
can’t happen any other way. The Randomness category refers to things that 
happen because of external reasons: things that happen, essentially, by chance, 
due to impacts from many external relations. A random outcome may occur 
or it may not occur, and may occur in many different ways. Obviousness and 
Randomness have a dialectical relationship with one another.
See Part 1: p. 144-146; Part 2: p. 96, 170.

Oppressed Class An economic class which is forced into labor by a ruling class in the material 
production process. An oppressed class operates the essential means of 
production but is restricted from ownership of them. 

Ordinary Social 
Knowledge

All the knowledge, concepts, etc. of people in a certain community which are 
formed directly from daily practical activities and which have not yet been 
systematized and generalized into theory. See Part 2: p. 108-109.
See also: Scientific Social Knowledge.

Perspective See: Viewpoint.

Phenomena See: Essence and Phenomena.

Politics Aspects of human society related to class struggle. In class society, politics exist 
in dialectical unity with economics and this dialectical configuration is known 
as a political economy.

Political Economy The political and economic formation of a class society. Economy encompasses 
the material production process while politics encompass class struggle. Class 
society can be defined as these aspects of a society defining one another in 
dialectical unity.
Also refers to the Marxist-Leninist field of study related to understanding the 
political-economic development of class societies and the objective laws which 
will eventually lead to socialist revolution and the eventual development of 
communism. This field of study is the subject of Part 3 of the curriculum from 
which this text (Part 2) is translated. See Part 2: p. 183-185

Practice Also known as Praxis. Conscious activity which improves our understanding, 
and which has purpose and historical-social characteristics. Used 
interchangeably with the word “practice” in this text. See Part 1: p. 205-206, 235.

Principle of Development Also known as Principle of General Development. The principle of Dialectical 
Materialism which states that development is a process that comes from within 
the thing-in-itself; the process of solving the contradictions within things and 
phenomena. Therefore, development is inevitable, objective, and occurs without 
dependence on human will.
See Part 1: p. 106-108, 118-119, 124-125; Part 2: p. 33, 79, 84, 136, 150, 167-170, 
177-178, 216, 226.

Principle of General 
Development

See: Principle of Development.
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Principle of General 
Relationships

A principle of Dialectical Materialism which states that all things, phenomena, 
and ideas are related to one another, and are defined by these internal and 
external relationships.
See Part 1: p. 106-107, 110, 114; Part 2: p. 38, 146, 169, 173, 177.

Private See: Private and Common.

Private and Common 
(Category Pair)

The Private philosophical category encompasses specific things, phenomena, 
and ideas; the Common philosophical category defines the common aspects, 
attributes, factors, and relations that exist in many things and phenomena. 
Private and Common are relative in nature and have a dialectical relationship 
with one another. See Part 1: p. 128-138; Part 2: p. 109-110.

Production A process in which humans interact with one another, with nature, with tools, 
and with other factors in order to develop that which is needed to survive.
See also: Material Production; Human Reproduction; Mental Production.

Productive Forces The synthesis of material and mental factors which together form a practical 
power to transform the natural world according to the needs of human survival 
and development.

Progressive Class An economic class which is emerging to be more suitable to emerging 
productive forces during a transition period where one mode of production is 
being negated by the next. See Part 2: p. 138, 144, 150, 182, 207.
See also: Remnant Class; Revolutionary Class.

Proletariat See: Working Class.

Property of Inheritance 
(of Dialectical Negation)

Also known as Inheritance Characteristic, Inheritance Property. Inheritance 
refers to characteristics and attributes being passed along from previous 
negated forms through processes of contradiction. All things, phenomena, and 
ideas inherit properties from previous negated forms.
See Part 1: p. 190-191, 200-203; Part 2: p. 40, 78-79, 81, 98, 131, 137-140, 217, 271.

Quality The unity of component parts, taken together, which defines a subject and 
distinguishes it from other subjects. See Part 1: p. 119-121.
See also: Quantity.

Quality Shift A change in quality which takes place in the motion and development process 
of things, phenomena, and ideas, occurring when quantity change meets a 
certain perceived threshold. See Part 1: p. 124, 153, 164, 168-174.

Quantity The total amount of component parts that compose a subject. 
See Part 1: p. 119-121. See also: Quality.

Randomness See: Obviousness and Randomness.

Reflection The re-creation of the features of one form of matter in a different form of matter 
which occurs when they mutually impact each other through interaction.

Reform Changes which take place in one or several areas of social life within a social-
economic formation in order to improve that social-economic formation.
See Part 2: p. 207-209, 232-233, 250, 254-268, 273-275.
See also: Social Revolution.

Relations of Production The relationships between humans in the process of material production. 
Relations of production exist in dialectical unity with the productive forces.

Remnant Class An economic class which is held over from a previous stage of development of 
human society and is no longer suitable with the mode of production.
See Part 2: p. 27, 87, 102, 130, 171.
See also: Progressive Class; Revolutionary Class.

Replacement A form of negation in which one subject is replaced with another through 
dialectical negation. See Part 1: p. 186-187; Part 2: p. 32-33, 79.



295Glossary and Index

Reproduction See: Human Reproduction.

Revolutionary Class A class which emerges (initially as a progressive class) to be more suitable 
to eventually control the means of production in a newly formed mode 
of production. In time the revolutionary class will develop its own class 
consciousness and enact social revolution to seize control of the means of 
production. See Part 2: p. 6, 93, 116-121, 123, 135, 145, 157, 168, 189-190, 207, 209.
See also: Progressive Class, Remnant Class.

Ruling Class A class which owns and benefits from the means of production while forcing 
one or more oppressed classes to operate them. 

Scientific Social 
Knowledge

Knowledge that has been developed through more systematic and scientific 
observations and experiments and which is held socially. See Part 2: p. 108.
See also: Ordinary Social Knowledge.

Scientific Socialism A body of theory and knowledge focused on the practical pursuit of changing 
the world to bring about socialism through the leadership of the proletariat. 
Scientific Socialism is the subject of Part 4 of the curriculum from which this 
text (Part 2) is translated. See Part 1: p. 1-2, 21, 37-39.

Scientific Worldview A worldview that is expressed by a systematic pursuit of knowledge that 
generally and correctly reflects the relationships of things, phenomena, and 
processes in the objective material world, including relationships between 
humans, as well as relationships between humans and the world.
See Part 1: p. 38-39, 44-45, 48; Part 2: p. 1.

Seed Also known as Germ. Characteristics or properties which will eventually be 
inherited in future forms through processes of dialectical contradiction and 
negation. See Part 2: p. 3, 75-78, 81, 139, 195, 197, 200.

Sequential Refers to development processes which tend to occur in a specific sequence, 
from lower stages of development to higher stages of development, rarely 
reversing or bypassing any stage. See Part 2: p. 34-38, 42-43, 69, 167.

Social Animal A species in which individuals rely on one another to survive within a collective 
which is called a society. Specifically, social beings rely on one another to 
consciously perform material production processes. See Part 2: p. 26.

Social Aspect 
(of Humanity and Human 
Nature)

The special relationships which individual humans have with their many social 
communities, such as: family, class, nation, humankind, and so on. The social 
aspect exists in dialectical unity with the natural aspect of humanity and human 
nature; both of these aspects mutually define and develop one another.
See Part 2: p. 214-217, 222-228, 256.

Social Being The material existence of humanity. Social being exists in dialectical unity with 
humanity’s social consciousness. In this relationship, social being determines 
social consciousness and is impacted back upon by social consciousness in 
accordance with the Law of Relationship Between Social Being and Social 
Consciousness.

Social Consciousness Human consciousness which is generally shared by society. Social consiousness 
eists in dialectical unity with humanity’s social being. In this relationship, social 
consciousness is determined by social being and impacts back upon social being 
in accordance with the Law of Relationship Between Social Being and Social 
Consciousness.

Social Consciousness FormSee: Form of Social Consciousness.

Social Darwinism The pseudoscientific belief that animals share a common set of laws, and that 
human society follows these same laws. According to Social Darwinism, the 
most fundamental law of animal and human society is competition.
See Part 2: p. 13.

Social-Economic Form See: Social-Economic Formation.
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Social-Economic 
Formation

Also known as Socio-Economic Form; Social-Economic Form. A formation of 
human society which includes an economic base and a social superstructure. 
The dialectical relationship between the base and superstructure is what defines 
human society.

Social-Economic 
Formation Theory

See: Social Formation Theory.

Social Formation Theory Also known as Social-Economic Formation Theory; Theory of Social Formation. 
A theory first formulated by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels which states that 
social-economic production (i.e., the material/economic base) determines the 
superstructure of society while the superstructure can also impact back on the 
material base. This relationship between the base and superstructure drives the 
formation and development of human society through dialectical processes of 
contradiction and negation. Social Formation Theory is the core of the Historical 
Materialist framework of understanding humanity and is itself grounded in 
the philosophy and methodology of Dialectical Materialism and Materialist 
Dialectics.

Social Ideology The entire system of social conceptions and viewpoints such as politics, 
philosophy, ethics, art, religion, etc. It is an indirect and self-conscious reflection 
of social being. Social ideology has a dialectical relationship with social 
psychology but does not produce social psychology.
See Part 2: p. 8, 111, 113-118, 124, 134.

Social Institution See: Institution.

Social Production of Life Social activities which yield all that is necessary to sustain human life (food, 
shelter, etc.). These social activities lead to social relationships. At any given 
stage of development of human society, these social activities and relationships 
constitute an overall mode of production which defines that stage of 
development for that society. See Part 2: p. 19.

Social Psychology The whole emotional life, mood, aspirations, will, etc. of certain human 
communities. Social psychology is a direct and spontaneous reflection of living 
situation of the human beings who compose a society. Social psychology has 
a dialectical relationship with social ideology but is not produced by social 
ideology. See Part 2: p. 109, 111, 113-115, 124, 134.

Social Revolution A social process by which relations of production undergo an essential change 
such that a new mode of production develops. Social revolutions are always 
predicated by the development of productive forces to such a degree that they 
are no longer suitable with established relations of production. Therefore, the 
newly established relations of production which result from a social revolution 
are more suitable to the development needs of the newly developed productive 
forces.

Social Stratification The grouping of people within the same economic class according to their 
specific status and differences in that class. Such groupings are called strata.
See Part 2: p. 185.

Socialism A transitionary political economy in which workers control the means of 
production through the construction of a workers’ state. This constitutes a 
dictatorship of the proletariat over the capitalist class. The goal of socialism is 
the development of communism. The systematic pursuit of communism via 
socialism is known as Scientific Socialism.

Socialization To own, operate, or otherwise engage in some process collectively with many 
other human beings.

Socially Necessary 
Labor-Time

The amount of labor and time needed to produce something within the material 
conditions of a certain human society. See Part 2: p. 52.

Society See: Human Society; Social-Economic Formation.

Socio-Economic Form See: Social-Economic Formation.
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Socio-Political Institution See: Institution.

Solipsism The belief that the self is the only basis for truth. Solipsism is the root cause of 
“intuitive” conceptions of human nature, since solipsism is simply an improper 
application of intuition in an effort to “discover” truth solely in one’s own 
thoughts and ideas. See Part 1: p. 218; Part 2: p. 223.

Stage of Development The current quantity and quality characteristics which a thing, phenomenon, 
or object possesses. Every time a quality change occurs, a new stage of 
development is entered into. Within the framework of Historical Materialism, 
this term typically refers to stages of development of the mode of production of 
human society. See Part 1: p. 24, 39, 125, 73-174, 179, 190, 196-197, 200, 212, 221.

State A social institution which exists to wield power in order to exercise the 
dictatorship of the ruling class.

Strata A grouping of people within the same class according to their specific status 
and differences in that class; the result of social stratification.
See Part 2: p. 6, 185-188, 190, 230-231.

Stratification See: Social Stratification.

Struggle Contradiction which takes place between two opposing sides.
See also: Class Struggle.

Subjective Conditions See: Subjective Factors.

Subjective Factors Factors and conditions which can vary across time and place and which can 
vary from one location to another even within the same social formation of 
human society. Subjective factors have a dialectical relationship with objective 
factors; in this relationship, objective factors play the determining role but 
subjective factors can also have impact.
See Part 2: p. 15, 25, 155, 167-174, 196, 209, 244-250, 269, 277.

Subjective Idealism A philosophical position which asserts that consciousness is the primary 
existence and that truth can be obtained only or primarily through conscious 
activity and reasoning. Subjective idealism asserts that all things and 
phenomena can only be experienced as subjective sensory perceptions, with 
some forms of subjective idealism even explicitly denying the objective 
existence of material reality altogether. See Part 1: p. 26-27, 50; Part 2: p. 125.
See also: Objective Idealism.

Subjective Will See: Human Will.

Subjectivism A philosophical position in which one centers one’s own self and conscious 
activities in perspective and worldview, failing to test their own perceptions 
against material and social reality.
See Part 1: p. 56, 182, 217-218, 233-234; Part 2: p. 24, 105, 223, 249, 261.

Subjectivity See: Subjective Factors.

Subsidizing Period A period of history in Vietnam which lasted from 1975-1986. During this 
period, which began immediately after Vietnam’s war with the United States, 
Vietnamese communist leadership attempted to rapidly transform Vietnam into 
a moneyless, classless society. This period was hampered by voluntarism, which 
is an over-emphasis on human will. The productive forces of Vietnam were 
not developed enough to be suitable with the relations of production which 
Vietnamese communists attempted to implement. The Subsidizing Period was 
followed by the Doi Moi Period. See Part 2: p. 37, 157, 253, 260-262.

Suitability The applicability of a subject for a specific application or role. See Part 1: p. 154.

Superstructure The totality of social consciousness forms (politics, rule of law, philosophy, 
ethics, religion, art, etc.), along with corresponding social institutions such as 
the state, political parties, churches, social organizations, etc., that are formed on 
a certain economic base. See Part 1: p. 23.
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Tailism An error of leadership in which revolutionaries follow reactionary opinions, 
attitudes, and false consciousness of the masses blindly. See Part 2: p. 157-158.
See also: Commandism; Voluntarism.

Technical Aspect of the 
Mode of Production

The aspect of the mode of production which is related to the technology used in 
production processes to transform objects to suit the needs of humanity.
See Part 2: p. 16-17.

Terminal Negation The end of a development process of a thing, phenomenon, or idea. Such 
negation is only “terminal” relative to the perspective of that which has been 
negated. See Part 1: p. 176, 186-188, 191; Part 2: p. 78-79.

Theoretical Consciousness The indirect, abstract, systematic level of perception in which the nature and 
laws of things and phenomena are generalized and abstracted.
See Part 1: p. 210-214, 217-218; Part 2: p. 109, 112, 119, 123.
See also: Theoretical Social Consciousness.

Theoretical Social 
Consciousness

Ideas and conceptions which have been generalized within society into social 
theories, presented in the form of concepts, categories, and laws. Theoretical 
social consciousness has the ability to reflect objective reality in a general, 
profound, and accurate way. See Part 2: p. 108, 111-112.
See also: Empirical Social Consciousness.

Theory of Social-Economic 
Formation

See: Social Formation Theory.

Thing-in-Itself The actual material object which exists outside of our consciousness, as it exists 
outside of our consciousness. See Part 1: p. 72-74, 101, 158; Part 2: p. 33, 79, 177-
178, 227.

Thomas Hobbes (1588–1679) An English philosopher who was heavily influenced by his 
experiences in the English Civil War. Having witnessed a great deal of suffering 
and strife during this period, Hobbes conceptualized human society as a “war 
of all against all,” and believed that human beings were inherently violent and 
prone to constant conflict with one another. See Part 1: p. 53; Part 2: p. 13-14.

Thomas Robert Malthus (1766-1834) An English philosopher who believed that human societies 
overused resources for population growth and that this invariably led to 
catastrophe. Malthus had the pessimistic view that over time all societies tend 
to collapse into disarray as overpopulation led to overconsumption of resources 
and that this made human society essentially unstable and prone to crisis, war, 
famine, and so on. See: Part 2: p. 13-14.

Transition Period Periods of development of human society which occur at the threshold between 
one stage of development of relations of production and the next. Transition 
periods are times of high instability. See Part 2: p. 38, 54, 138, 254, 265, 274.

Unity A condition in which two subjects mutually define and develop one another 
through processes of contradiction and negation. Unity is the basis of the 
Materialist Dialectical principles of Unity in Diversity and Diversity in Unity 
which are derived from the Principle of General Relationships.

Unity in Diversity A concept in Materialist Dialectics which holds that within the universal 
relationships exist within and between all different things, phenomena, 
and ideas, we will find that each individual manifestation of any universal 
relationship will have its own different manifestations, aspects, features, etc. 
Thus even the universal relationships which unite all things, phenomena, and 
ideas exist in infinite diversity. See Part 1: p. 42, 110-111, 114, 125, 130; Part 2: p. 
38-39, 173-174.
See also: Diversity in Unity; Unity.

Universal Category Pair See: Category Pair
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Utopianism The idealist philosophical concept which mistakenly asserts that the ideal can 
determine the material, and that ideal forms of society can be brought about 
without regard for material conditions and development processes.
See Part 1: p. 8, 17-18, 30, 94; Part 2: p. 24, 144, 152.

Victor Hugo (1802-1885) French writer, activist, and politician. Author of Les Miserables.
See Part 2: p. 145.

Viewpoint Also known as Point of View; Perspective. The starting point of analysis which 
determines the direction of thinking from which phenomena and problems are 
considered.
See also: Comprehensive and Historical Perspective.

Vladimir Ilyich Lenin (1870-1924) A Russian theorist, politician, dialectical materialist philosopher, 
defender and developer of Marxism in the era of imperialism, founder of the 
Bolsheviks, the Communist Party and the government of the Soviet Union, 
leader of Russia and the international working class.

Vo Nguyen Giap (1911-2013) Great General of Vietnam who led Vietnam's People's Army to 
victory against Japan, France, and the USA. See Part 2: p. 249-250.

Voluntarism An over-emphasis on subjective will. See Part 2: p. 155-157, 260-261.

Vulgar Materialism A form of mechanical materialism which absolutizes the supposition that the 
material fully and completely determines consciousness without exception. See 
Part 2: p. 146, 152-153, 227.

Will See: Human Will.

Willpower See: Human Will.

Worker Factors of the 
Productive Forces

Factors of the productive forces related to workers who carry out production 
processes in human society. Worker factors exist in dialectical unity with means 
of production factors. In this relationship, worker factors play the determining 
role while means of production factors can impact back upon worker factors. 
See Part 2: p. 44, 46.

Working Class Also known as the Proletariat. The economic class which operates the means of 
production under the capitalist mode of production. The working class has the 
historical mission to engage in social revolution, to build a workers’ state, to 
develop a dictatorship of the proletariat, and to eventually build communism 
after a transition period of socialism.

Worldview The whole of an individual’s or society’s opinions and conceptions about the 
world, about humans ourselves, and about life and the position of human 
beings in the world. See Part 1: p. 1, 11, 37-39, 44-45, 48, 52, 96, 138, 201, 208-209, 
218, 234.
See also: Scientific Worldview.
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