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RESEARCH METHODOLOGY (HISTORY: THEORY & METHODS) 

Unit II: 20th Century Frameworks – I 

[a] The Marxist Approach or the Economic Interpretation of History– Historical or 

Dialectical Materialism, The Base Superstructure Model and its Critique 

1. Introduction to the Marxist Approach 

• The Marxist approach is one of the most influential frameworks for interpreting 

historical change, especially in social, economic and political history. 

• It is primarily associated with Karl Marx (1818–1883) and Friedrich Engels (1820–

1895), whose ideas developed in the nineteenth century but became a major 

twentieth-century historical framework. 

• Marxist history explains historical development largely through material 

conditions, modes of production, class relations, exploitation, conflict and social 

change. 

• The approach challenges interpretations that treat ideas, political leaders or great 

events as the sole or principal causes of historical change. 

• It asks historians to examine how people produce the necessities of life and how 

production shapes social relations, institutions and conflicts. 

• Important concepts include: historical materialism, dialectical materialism, mode 

of production, productive forces, relations of production, class struggle, surplus 

value, base, superstructure and ideology. 

2. The Economic Interpretation of History 

• The phrase ‘economic interpretation of history’ refers broadly to the attempt to 

explain historical developments by giving central importance to economic life 

and material conditions. 

• In Marxist historiography, the economy is not simply one factor among many; 

the organisation of production and property relations provides a fundamental 

framework within which social and political relations develop. 

• The approach does NOT mean that every historical event can be reduced 

mechanically to money or trade. 

• Rather, it directs attention to the relationship between material production, social 

classes, institutions, political power and ideas. 

• Marx’s famous formulation in the Preface to A Contribution to the Critique of 

Political Economy (1859) links the legal and political structure of society with its 

economic foundation. 

• A useful historical question is therefore: Who controls productive resources, who 

performs productive labour, how is the surplus distributed, and what conflicts 

arise from these relationships? 
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3. Historical Materialism 

• Historical materialism is Marx’s method for analysing the development of 

human societies through their material conditions and social relations of 

production. 

• ‘Materialism’ gives analytical priority to the conditions through which human 

beings produce and reproduce their lives. 

• ‘Historical’ means that social institutions and relations are treated as historically 

produced rather than permanent or natural. 

• Human beings must produce food, clothing, shelter and other necessities before 

they can sustain complex political, cultural and intellectual activities. 

• The organisation of production therefore has major consequences for social 

organisation. 

• Historical materialism is best understood as a framework for analysing 

relationships and contradictions, not as a simple formula that predicts every 

historical event. 

4. Productive Forces 

• Productive forces are the means and capacities through which production takes 

place. 

• They include natural resources, tools, technology, machinery, land, labour 

power, knowledge, skills and forms of cooperation. 

• Changes in productive forces can transform the organisation of society. 

• Example: the development of mechanised industry altered patterns of labour, 

urbanisation, production and class formation during the Industrial Revolution. 

• For historians, technology should therefore be studied together with labour 

relations, property ownership and institutions. 

5. Relations of Production 

• Relations of production are the social relationships people enter into in the 

process of producing and distributing goods. 

• They include relationships concerning ownership, control, labour, authority and 

distribution of the social product. 

• Examples include lord–serf relations in feudal societies and capitalist relations 

between owners of capital and wage labourers. 

• Relations of production can support existing productive forces, but tensions may 

emerge when older social relations obstruct developing productive forces. 

6. Mode of Production 

• A mode of production refers to the historically specific combination of 

productive forces and relations of production. 



3 

 

• It is a central analytical concept in historical materialism. 

• Commonly discussed modes include ancient/slave, feudal and capitalist modes, 

although Marxist historians disagree about the number, sequence and universal 

applicability of such categories. 

• A mode of production is not merely an economic system; it is connected with 

class relations and the wider organisation of society. 

• Historians should avoid treating modes of production as rigid boxes into which 

every society must fit perfectly. 

7. Class and Class Struggle 

• Class is understood in relation to people’s position within the system of 

production, especially their relationship to productive resources and the 

appropriation of surplus. 

• In capitalism, Marx distinguished principally between the bourgeoisie, who 

own/control the means of production, and the proletariat, who sell their labour 

power for wages. 

• Class struggle refers to conflict between classes whose economic interests are 

structurally opposed. 

• Marx and Engels famously argued in The Communist Manifesto (1848) that the 

history of class societies is deeply shaped by class struggles. 

• Class conflict may be overt—such as strikes, rebellions or revolutions—or less 

visible, operating through wages, working conditions, property relations and 

political institutions. 

• Later Marxist historians expanded class analysis to include peasants, artisans, 

subaltern groups and complex intermediate classes. 

8. Historical Change and Dialectics 

• Dialectical analysis focuses on contradiction, interaction and change rather than 

viewing society as static. 

• Social formations contain tensions and contradictions that can generate 

transformation. 

• In Marxist historical analysis, contradictions may arise between productive forces 

and relations of production, and between opposing social classes. 

• Dialectics does not simply mean a three-step formula of ‘thesis–antithesis–

synthesis’; that simplified formula should not be presented as Marx’s complete 

method. 

• Historical change is often uneven, conflict-ridden and shaped by concrete 

circumstances. 

• The historian therefore studies both continuity and contradiction, asking why an 

existing order persists and under what conditions it changes. 



4 

 

9. Dialectical Materialism 

• Dialectical materialism is a term widely associated with later Marxist 

philosophical traditions, particularly the Marxist-Leninist tradition. 

• It combines a materialist understanding of reality with dialectical analysis of 

contradiction and development. 

• Marx and Engels themselves used dialectical reasoning, but the systematic label 

‘dialectical materialism’ was developed and popularised especially by later 

Marxists. 

• Its central methodological emphasis is that social and natural processes should be 

studied as interconnected, dynamic and internally contradictory. 

• For historical study, this encourages attention to processes rather than isolated 

events. 

• It also encourages historians to examine how quantitative changes may 

contribute to qualitative transformations, while recognising that the exact 

application of such principles is debated. 

10. Historical Materialism and Dialectical Materialism: Distinction 

• Historical materialism primarily concerns the development of human societies 

and the historical organisation of production, class and social relations. 

• Dialectical materialism is a broader philosophical formulation concerning 

material reality, contradiction, interconnection and change. 

• The two are closely related in many Marxist traditions, but they should not be 

treated as identical terms. 

• For a history student, historical materialism is particularly useful as a method of 

investigating social and economic change. 

11. The Base–Superstructure Model 

• The base–superstructure model is one of the best-known formulations associated 

with Marxist historical analysis. 

• The ‘base’ or economic structure refers broadly to the organisation of production, 

including productive forces and relations of production. 

• The ‘superstructure’ refers broadly to political, legal, institutional and ideological 

forms associated with a society. 

• The model is often represented as: Economic base → political/legal and 

ideological superstructure. 

• However, this diagram can be misleading if it suggests a one-way, mechanical 

relationship. 

• Marxist scholarship has developed more complex interpretations in which base 

and superstructure interact, influence one another and change historically. 
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12. Components of the Base 

• Means of production: land, tools, machinery, raw materials, technology and other 

resources used in production. 

• Labour power: human physical and intellectual capacities used in productive 

activity. 

• Productive forces: the combined productive capacities of labour, technology, 

knowledge and resources. 

• Relations of production: social relations concerning ownership, control, labour 

and distribution. 

• Class relations: relations between groups occupying different positions within 

the productive system. 

13. Components of the Superstructure 

• Political institutions: state structures, administration, political organisations and 

systems of authority. 

• Legal institutions: laws, courts, property rights and legal principles. 

• Ideological forms: ideas, beliefs, values and representations through which social 

relations are understood and legitimised. 

• Cultural institutions: education, literature, art, media and other forms of cultural 

production. 

• Religion can also be analysed as part of the ideological or institutional 

superstructure, although Marxist interpretations of religion vary considerably. 

• The superstructure is not simply a passive reflection of the economy; institutions 

and ideas can influence economic and social relations. 

14. How the Base–Superstructure Relationship Works 

• Economic structures create conditions and constraints within which political and 

cultural institutions operate. 

• Political and legal institutions can protect particular property relations and 

patterns of economic power. 

• Ideologies can help naturalise or legitimise existing social relations. 

• At the same time, political action, law, culture and collective beliefs can reshape 

economic relations. 

• Historical change should therefore be studied as a reciprocal and historically 

specific relationship rather than a simple one-way causal chain. 

• Example: industrial capitalism contributed to new class structures, while labour 

legislation, trade unions, political movements and democratic reforms 

subsequently affected working conditions and economic relations. 
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15. Ideology and False Consciousness 

• Marxist analysis treats ideology as an important part of how societies represent 

and justify their social relations. 

• Ideological systems may present historically specific arrangements as natural, 

universal or inevitable. 

• The concept of ‘false consciousness’ is associated especially with later Marxist 

discussions and refers broadly to forms of consciousness that obscure underlying 

class relations. 

• Historians use ideology critically by asking whose interests a particular 

representation serves and how it is produced and circulated. 

• Modern Marxist and post-Marxist scholars often reject overly simple versions in 

which people are merely manipulated by ruling-class ideas. 

16. Application of the Marxist Approach to Historical Research 

• Study ownership and control of land, capital and other productive resources. 

• Identify major social classes and groups and examine their economic interests. 

• Analyse taxation, rent, wages, prices, trade, production and distribution. 

• Investigate labour systems such as slavery, serfdom, bonded labour and wage 

labour. 

• Examine how technological change affects production and social relations. 

• Connect economic transformations with political institutions and legal systems. 

• Study resistance, protest, strikes, peasant movements and revolutionary 

movements as forms of social conflict. 

• Analyse ideology, education, religion, literature and political discourse in 

relation to social structures. 

• Use quantitative evidence—such as prices, wages, landholding and production 

data—alongside qualitative sources. 

• Avoid assuming that economic factors have the same importance in every society 

or period. 

17. Example: Industrial Revolution through a Marxist Lens 

• Expansion of mechanised production transformed productive forces. 

• Factories and capital-intensive production changed the organisation of labour. 

• Large numbers of workers became dependent on wage labour. 

• Industrial capitalism contributed to the growth of the bourgeoisie and industrial 

proletariat. 

• Urbanisation altered family life, working conditions and community structures. 

• Working-class organisations and labour movements developed in response to 

exploitation and insecurity. 

• State policies and legislation gradually changed aspects of labour relations. 
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• A Marxist historian therefore studies technology, capital, labour, class formation, 

working conditions, political institutions and class conflict together. 

18. Major Strengths of the Marxist Approach 

• It places economic and material conditions at the centre of historical 

investigation. 

• It draws attention to ordinary workers, peasants and other groups often 

neglected by elite-centred narratives. 

• It provides a strong framework for studying class formation and conflict. 

• It links economic, social, political and ideological processes. 

• It encourages historians to examine structures and long-term processes rather 

than only individual events. 

• It has generated important research on capitalism, labour, agrarian relations, 

industrialisation and social movements. 

• It encourages historians to ask questions about power, ownership, exploitation 

and distribution. 

• It has stimulated interdisciplinary research involving economics, sociology, 

political science and cultural studies. 

19. Critique of the Marxist Approach 

• Economic reductionism: Some versions of Marxism have been criticised for 

reducing complex historical developments primarily to economic causes. 

• Determinism: A rigid reading may imply that economic structures automatically 

produce particular political or cultural outcomes. 

• Overemphasis on class: Critics argue that gender, caste, ethnicity, race, religion, 

nationalism and individual agency may require independent analytical attention. 

• Base–superstructure simplification: The model can become misleading when 

interpreted as a one-way relationship in which the economy mechanically 

determines politics and culture. 

• Stage theories: Some interpretations present historical development as a 

universal sequence, which may not fit diverse societies and regions. 

• Revolutionary expectations: Certain orthodox interpretations expected capitalism 

to produce increasingly clear-cut class polarisation and revolutionary 

transformation, which has not occurred uniformly. 

• Underestimation of culture and ideas: Cultural meanings can sometimes shape 

economic behaviour rather than merely reflect material structures. 

• Agency problem: Structural explanations can understate the choices, beliefs and 

strategies of historical actors. 

• Evidence problem: Broad concepts such as ‘class interest’ or ‘mode of production’ 

can be difficult to demonstrate directly and require careful source criticism. 
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• Eurocentrism: Some universal applications of European historical categories have 

been criticised for inadequately accounting for Asian, African and other historical 

trajectories. 

20. Major Marxist and Related Historiographical Developments 

• Classical Marxism: Emphasised material production, class relations and historical 

transformation. 

• Leninist tradition: Developed Marxist analysis in relation to imperialism, the 

state and revolutionary politics. 

• Western Marxism: Gave greater attention to culture, ideology, consciousness and 

the relative autonomy of institutions. 

• Antonio Gramsci: Developed the concept of cultural hegemony, highlighting 

consent, civil society and the role of intellectuals. 

• E. P. Thompson: Emphasised working-class experience, agency and the historical 

making of class. 

• Eric Hobsbawm: Applied Marxist-inspired analysis to capitalism, 

industrialisation, nationalism, labour and long-term historical change. 

• Maurice Dobb and later debates: Contributed to debates about the transition 

from feudalism to capitalism. 

• These developments demonstrate that Marxist historiography is not a single, 

unchanging school. 

21. Marxist Approach versus Simple Economic Determinism 

• Economic determinism assumes that economic factors mechanically determine all 

other historical developments. 

• A sophisticated Marxist approach instead studies reciprocal relationships among 

production, class, politics, law, culture and ideas. 

• Historical materialism asks how material conditions condition possibilities; it 

does not necessarily mean that they dictate a single inevitable outcome. 

• The best historical practice therefore uses Marxist concepts as analytical tools and 

tests them against evidence. 

22. Important Primary and Secondary Texts 

• Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, The Communist Manifesto (1848). 

• Karl Marx, A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy (1859), especially 

the Preface. 

• Karl Marx, Capital, Vol. I (1867). 

• Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, The German Ideology (written 1845–46; 

published later). 

• Friedrich Engels, Anti-Dühring (1878) and related writings on dialectics. 
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• V. I. Lenin, The State and Revolution (1917) and Imperialism, the Highest Stage 

of Capitalism (1916). 

• Antonio Gramsci, selections from the Prison Notebooks. 

• E. P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class (1963). 

• Eric Hobsbawm, major works on labour, capitalism, revolution and nationalism. 

23. Key Terms for Examination 

• Historical materialism: Method of explaining historical development through 

material conditions and social relations of production. 

• Dialectics: Analysis of change through relationships, contradictions and 

processes. 

• Productive forces: Labour, technology, knowledge, tools and resources involved 

in production. 

• Relations of production: Social relations concerning ownership, control, labour 

and distribution. 

• Mode of production: Historically specific unity of productive forces and 

relations of production. 

• Class struggle: Conflict between social classes with opposed or competing 

material interests. 

• Base: Economic structure of production and associated relations. 

• Superstructure: Political, legal, institutional and ideological forms connected 

with the economic structure. 

• Ideology: Systems of ideas and representations that help people understand and 

potentially legitimise social relations. 

• Alienation: Marx’s concept concerning the estrangement of workers from aspects 

of their labour and its products under capitalist conditions. 

• Surplus value: The value created by labour beyond the value represented by 

wages, central to Marx’s analysis of capitalist exploitation. 

24. Concluding Summary 

• The Marxist approach transformed historical writing by directing sustained 

attention to production, property, labour, class and material conditions. 

• Historical materialism interprets societies as historically changing formations 

shaped by the organisation of production and social relations. 

• Dialectical analysis highlights contradiction, interaction and historical 

transformation. 

• The base–superstructure model helps historians investigate connections between 

economic structures and political, legal, ideological and cultural institutions. 

• The approach is strongest when used flexibly and critically rather than as a 

mechanically deterministic formula. 



10 

 

• Modern historical scholarship has revised Marxist ideas by giving greater 

attention to agency, culture, gender, caste, race, nationalism, identity and 

regional diversity. 

• For History students, Marxism remains valuable not because it supplies a single 

explanation for every event, but because it provides powerful questions about 

power, production, inequality, conflict and historical change. 

25. Possible Examination Questions 

• Explain the meaning and significance of historical materialism in Marxist 

historiography. 

• Discuss the concept of dialectical materialism and its relevance to the study of 

history. 

• Explain the relationship between productive forces and relations of production. 

• What is meant by ‘mode of production’? Discuss its importance in Marxist 

historical analysis. 

• Explain the base–superstructure model with suitable historical examples. 

• Critically examine the relationship between the economic base and political, legal 

and ideological superstructure. 

• Discuss the concept of class struggle as an instrument of historical analysis. 

• ‘The Marxist approach is more than an economic interpretation of history.’ 

Discuss. 

• Critically evaluate the strengths and limitations of the Marxist approach to 

history. 

• Is Marxism economically deterministic? Discuss with reference to historical 

materialism. 

• How can the Marxist approach be applied to the study of the Industrial 

Revolution? 

• Discuss the contribution of E. P. Thompson and Eric Hobsbawm to Marxist-

inspired historiography. 

 


