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A critical examination of the relationship between
Historical Materialism and “Economic Determinism”

LIN Feng, YAN Tian
(School of Marxism, Peking University, Beijing 100871, China)

Abstract: The prevailing academic view considers “Economic Determinism” as a mode of thought
fundamentally opposed to Historical Materialism and rejects its application in describing the theoretical
stance of Historical Materialism. However, through repeated identification and elaboration of relevant
statements in Marx and Engels’ classic texts, it can be found that they have never simply opposed their
Historical Materialism theory to “Economic Determinism”, nor have they opposed or rejected “Economic
Determinism” in the sense of Historical Materialism. In fact, what they oppose is merely the simple,
excessive, and one-sided emphasis on the decisive role of economic factors, which is a kind of “Economic
Determinism” that violates historical dialectics and has a mechanistic flavor, regardless of the situation and
field. Many of Marx and Engels’s statements fully demonstrate that they are “Economic Determinists” in a
specific sense. The Historical Materialism co-founded by Marx and Engels emphasizes that economic factors
determine the basic features of human society and the overall course of human history, and that the economic
foundation determines the political and ideological superstructure. This can be classified as a form of
“Economic Determinism” in a sense. Significantly, stripping the “decisive role of the economy” from
Historical Materialism or refusing to give it the title of “Economic Determinism” means a misunderstanding
of Historical Materialism and will cause that the core position of Historical Materialism unable to be
reflected, thus making Historical Materialism not “Historical Materialism”. Clarifying the true relationship
between “Economic Determinism” and Historical Materialism as well as regaining the due place of
“Economic Determinism” in the Historical Materialism helps to deeply understand the core ideas and
fundamental positions of the Historical Materialism, and highlights the theoretical characteristics, theoretical
character, and proper way of thinking of Marxist philosophy.
Key words: Marx; Engels; “Economic Determinism”; “Historical Materialism”
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