
Engels to J. Bloch In Königsberg

London, September 21, 1890

... According to the materialist conception of history, the ultimately determining element in history is the production and 
reproduction of real life. Other than this neither Marx nor I have ever asserted. Hence if somebody twists this into 
saying that the economic element is the only determining one, he transforms that proposition into a meaningless, 
abstract, senseless phrase. The economic situation is the basis, but the various elements of the superstructure — political 
forms of the class struggle and its results, to wit: constitutions 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 necessary. 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.

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 Prussian state also arose and developed from historical, 
ultimately economic, causes. But it could scarcely be maintained without pedantry that among the many small states of 
North Germany, Brandenburg was specifically determined by economic necessity to become the great power 
embodying the economic, linguistic and, after the Reformation, also the religious difference between North and South, 
and not by other elements as well (above all by its entanglement with Poland, owing to the possession of Prussia, and 
hence with international political relations — which were indeed also decisive in the formation of the Austrian dynastic 
power). Without making oneself ridiculous it would be a difficult thing to explain in terms of economics the existence 
of every small state in Germany, past and present, or the origin of the High German consonant permutations, which 
widened the geographic partition wall formed by the mountains from the Sudetic range to the Taunus to form a regular 
fissure across all Germany.

In the second place, however, history is made in such a way that the final result always arises from conflicts between 
many individual wills, of which each in turn has been made what it is by a host of particular conditions of life. Thus 
there are innumerable intersecting force, an infinite series of parallelograms of forces which give rise to one resultant — 
the historical event. This may again itself be viewed as the product of a power which works as a whole unconsciously 
and without volition. For what each individual wills is obstructed by everyone else, and what emerges is something that 
no one willed. Thus history has proceeded hitherto in the manner of a natural process and is essentially subject to the 
same laws of motion. But from the fact that the wills of individuals — each of whom desires what he is impelled to by 
his physical constitution and external, in the last resort economic, circumstances (either his own personal circumstances 
or those of society in general) — do not attain what they want, but are merged into an aggregate mean, a common 
resultant, it must not be concluded that they are equal to zero. On the contrary, each contributes to the resultant and is to 
this extent included in it.

I would furthermore ask you to study this theory from its original sources and not at second-hand; it is really much 
easier. Marx hardly wrote anything in which it did not play a part. But especially The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis 
Bonaparte is a most excellent example of its application. There are also many allusion to it in Capital. Then may I also 
direct you to my writings: Herr Eugen Dühring's Revolution in Science and Ludwig Feuerbach and the End of  
Classical German Philosophy, in which I have given the most detailed account of historical material which, as far as I 
know, exists.

Marx and I are ourselves partly to blame for the fact that the younger people sometimes lay more stress on the economic 
side than is due to it. We had to emphasise the main principle vis-á-vis our adversaries, who denied it, and we had not 
always the time, the place or the opportunity to give their due to the other elements involved in the interaction. But 
when it came to presenting a section of history, that is, to making a practical application, it was a different matter and 
there no error was permissible. Unfortunately, however, it happens only too often that people think they have fully 
understood a new theory and can apply it without more ado from the moment they have assimilated its main principles, 
and even those not always correctly. And I cannot exempt many of the more recent "Marxists" from this reproach, for 
the most amazing rubbish has been produced in this quarter, too....
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Engels to Conrad Schmidt
In Berlin

London, October 27, 1890

... The thing is easiest to grasp from the point of view of the division of labour. Society gives rise to certain common 
functions which it cannot dispense with. The persons selected for these functions form a new branch of the division of 
labour within society. This gives them particular interests, distinct too from the interests of those who gave them their 
office ; they make themselves independent of the latter and--the state is in being. And now the development is the same 
as it was with commodity trade and later with money trade; the new independent power, while having in the main to 
follow the movement of production, also, owing to its inward independence (the relative independence originally 
transferred to it and gradually further developed) reacts in its turn upon the conditions and course of production. It is the 
interaction of two unequal forces: on one hand the economic movement, on the other the new political power, which 
strives for as much independence as possible, and which, having once been established, is also endowed with a 
movement of its own. On the whole, the economic movement gets its way, but it has also to suffer reactions from the 
political movement which it established and endowed with relative independence itself, from the movement of the state 
power on the one hand and of the opposition simultaneously engendered on the other. Just as the movement of the 
industrial market is, in the main and with the reservations already indicated, reflected in the money market and, of 
course, in inverted form, so the struggle between the classes already existing and already in conflict with one another is 
reflected in the struggle between government and opposition, but also in inverted form, no longer directly but indirectly, 
not as a class struggle but as a fight for political principles, and so distorted that it has taken us thousands of years to get 
behind it again.

The reaction of the state power upon economic development can be one of three kinds: it can run in the same direction, 
and then development is more rapid; it can oppose the line of development, in which case nowadays state power in 
every great nation will go to pieces in the long run; or it can cut off the economic development from certain paths, and 
impose on it certain others. This case ultimately reduces itself to one of the two previous ones. But it is obvious that in 
cases two and three the political power can do great damage to the economic development and result in the squandering 
of great masses of energy and material.

Then there is also the case of the conquest and brutal destruction of economic resources, by which, in certain 
circumstances, a whole local or national economic development could formerly be ruined. Nowadays such a case 
usually has the opposite effect, at least among great nations: in the long run the defeated power often gains more 
economically, politically and morally than the victor.

It is similar with law. As soon as the new division of labour which creates professional lawyers becomes necessary, 
another new and independent sphere is opened up which, for all its general dependence on production and trade, still 
has its own capacity for reacting upon these spheres as well. In a modern state, law must not only correspond to the 
general economic position and be its expression, but must also be an expression which is consistent in itself, and which 
does not, owing to inner contradictions, look glaringly inconsistent. And in order to achieve this, the faithful reflection 
of economic conditions is more and more infringed upon. All the more so the more rarely it happens that a code of law 
is the blunt, unmitigated, unadulterated expression of the domination of a class--this in itself would already offend the 
"conception of justice." Even in the Code Napoleon the pure logical conception of justice held by the revolutionary 
bourgeoisie of 1792-96 is already adulterated in many ways, and in so far as it is embodied there has daily to undergo 
all sorts of attenuation owing to the rising power of the proletariat. Which does not prevent the Code Napoleon from 
being the statute book which serves as a basis for every new code of law in every part of the world. Thus to a great 
extent the course of the "development of law" only consists: first in the attempt to do away with the contradictions 
arising from the direct translation of economic relations into legal principles, and to establish a harmonious system of 
law, and then in the repeated breaches made in this system by the influence and pressure of further economic 
development, which involves it in further contradictions (I am only speaking here of civil law for the moment).

The reflection of economic relations as legal principles is necessarily also a topsy turvy one: it happens without the 
person who is acting being conscious of it; the jurist imagines he is operating with a priori principles, whereas they are 
really only economic reflexes; so everything is upside down. And it seems to me obvious that this inversion, which, so 
long as it remains unrecognised, forms what we call ideological conception, reacts in its turn upon the economic basis 
and may, within certain limits, modify it. The basis of the law of inheritance--assuming that the stages reached in the 
development of the family are equal--is an economic one. But it would be difficult to prove, for instance, that the 
absolute liberty of the testator in England and the severe restrictions imposed upon him in France are only due in every 
detail to economic causes. Both react back, however, on the economic sphere to a very considerable extent, because 
they influence the division of property.

As to the realms of ideology which soar still higher in the air, religion, philosophy, etc., these have a prehistoric stock, 
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found already in existence and taken over in the historic period, of what we should to-day call bunk. These various false 
conceptions of nature, of man's own being, of spirits, magic forces, etc., have for the most part only a negative 
economic basis; but the low economic development of the prehistoric period is supplemented and also partially 
conditioned and even caused by the false conceptions of nature. And even though economic necessity was the main 
driving force of the progressive knowledge of nature and becomes ever more so, it would surely be pedantic to try and 
find economic causes for all this primitive nonsense. The history of science is the history of the gradual clearing away 
of this nonsense or of its replacement by fresh but already less absurd nonsense. The people who deal with this belong 
in their turn to special spheres in the division of labour and appear to themselves to be working in an independent field. 
And in so far as they form an independent group within the social division of labour, in so far do their productions, 
including their errors, react back as an influence upon the whole development of society, even on its economic 
development. But all the same they themselves remain under the dominating influence of economic development. In 
philosophy, for instance, this can be most readily proved in the bourgeois period. Hobbes was the first modern 
materialist (in the eighteenth century sense) but he was an absolutist in a period when absolute monarchy was at its 
height throughout the whole of Europe and when the fight of absolute monarchy versus the people was beginning in 
England. Locke, both in religion and politics, was the child of the class compromise of 1688. The English deists and 
their more consistent successors, the French materialists, were the true philosophers of the bourgeoisie, the French even 
of the bourgeois revolution. The German petty bourgeois runs through German philosophy from Kant to Hegel, 
sometimes positively and sometimes negatively. But the philosophy of every epoch, since it is a definite sphere in the 
division of labour, has as its presupposition certain definite intellectual material handed down to it by its predecessors, 
from which it takes its start. And that is why economically backward countries can still play first fiddle in philosophy: 
France in the eighteenth century compared with England, on whose philosophy the French based themselves, and later 
Germany in comparison with both. But the philosophy both of France and Germany and the general blossoming of 
literature at that time were also the result of a rising economic development. I consider the ultimate supremacy of 
economic development established in these spheres too, but it comes to pass within conditions imposed by the particular 
sphere itself: in philosophy, for instance, through the operation of economic influences (which again generally only act 
under political, etc., disguises) upon the existing philosophic material handed down by predecessors. Here economy 
creates nothing absolutely new (a novo), but it determines the way in which the existing material of thought is altered 
and further developed, and that too for the most part indirectly, for it is the political, legal and moral reflexes which 
exercise the greatest direct influence upon philosophy.

About religion I have said the most necessary things in the last section on Feuerbach.

If therefore Barth supposes that we deny any and every reaction of the political, etc., reflexes of the economic 
movement upon the movement itself, he is simply tilting at windmills. He has only got to look at Marx's Eighteenth 
Brumaire, which deals almost exclusively with the particular part played by political struggles and events; of course, 
within their general dependence upon economic conditions. Or Capital, the section on the working day, for instance, 
where legislation, which is surely a political act, has such a trenchant effect. Or the section on the history of the 
bourgeoisie. (Chapter XXIV.) Or why do we fight for the political dictatorship of the proletariat if political power is 
economically impotent? Force (that is state power) is also an economic power.

But I have no time to criticise the book now. I must first get Vol. III out and besides I think too that Bernstein, for 
instance, could deal with it quite effectively.

What these gentlemen all lack is dialectic. They never see anything but here cause and there effect. That this is a hollow 
abstraction, that such metaphysical polar opposites only exist in the real world during crises, while the whole vast 
process proceeds in the form of interaction (though of very unequal forces, the economic movement being by far the 
strongest, most elemental and most decisive) and that here everything is relative and nothing is absolute--this they never 
begin to see. Hegel has never existed for them.

Karl Marx: A Contribution to the Critique of Political 
Economy: Preface

I examine the system of bourgeois economy in the following order: capital, landed property, wage-labour; the State,  
foreign trade, world market.

The economic conditions of existence of the three great classes into which modern bourgeois society is divided are 
analysed under the first three headings; the interconnection of the other three headings is self-evident. The first part of 
the first book, dealing with Capital, comprises the following chapters: 1. The commodity, 2. Money or simple 
circulation; 3. Capital in general. The present part consists of the first two chapters. The entire material lies before me in 
the form of monographs, which were written not for publication but for self-clarification at widely separated periods; 
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their remoulding into an integrated whole according to the plan I have indicated will depend upon circumstances.

A general introduction, which I had drafted, is omitted, since on further consideration it seems to me confusing to 
anticipate results which still have to be substantiated, and the reader who really wishes to follow me will have to decide 
to advance from the particular to the general. A few brief remarks regarding the course of my study of political 
appropriate here.

Although I studied jurisprudence, I pursued it as a subject subordinated to philosophy and history. In the year 1842-43, 
as editor of the Rheinische Zeitung, I first found myself in the embarrassing position of having to discuss what is known 
as material interests. The deliberations of the Rhenish Landtag on forest thefts and the division of landed property; the 
officials polemic started by Herr von Schaper, then Oberprasident of the Rhine Province, against the Rheinische Zeitung 
about the condition of the Moselle peasantry, and finally the debates on free trade and protective tariffs caused me in the 
first instance to turn my attention to economic questions. On the other hand, at that time when good intentions "to push 
forward" often took the place of factual knowledge, an echo of French socialism and communism, slightly tinged by 
philosophy, was noticeable in the Rheinische Zeitung. I objected to this dilettantism, but at the same time frankly 
admitted in a controversy with the Allgemeine Augsburger Zeitung that my previous studies did not allow me to express 
any opinion on the content of the French theories. When the publishers of the Rheinische Zeitung conceived the illusion 
that by a more compliant policy on the part of the paper it might be possible to secure the abrogation of the death 
sentence passed upon it, I eagerly grasped the opportunity to withdraw from the public stage to my study. 

The first work which I undertook to dispel the doubts assailing me was a critical re-examination of the Hegelian 
philosophy of law; the introduction to this work being published in the Deutsch-Franzosische Jahrbucher issued in 
Paris in 1844. My inquiry led me to the conclusion that 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, the totality of which Hegel, following the example of 
English and French thinkers of the eighteenth century, embraces within the term "civil society"; that the anatomy of this 
civil society, however, has to be sought in political economy. The study of this, which I began in Paris, I continued in 
Brussels, where I moved owing to an expulsion order issued by M. Guizot. The general conclusion at which I arrived 
and which, once reached, became the guiding principle of my studies can be summarised as follows. 

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

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, religious, 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 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 superior relations of production never replace older ones before the material conditions for their 
existence have matured 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. In broad outline, the Asiatic, ancient,[A] feudal and modern bourgeois modes of production may be 
designated as epochs marking progress in the economic development of society. The bourgeois mode of production is 
the last antagonistic form of the social process of production – antagonistic not in the sense of individual antagonism 
but of an antagonism that emanates from the individuals' social conditions of existence – but the productive forces 
developing within bourgeois society create also the material conditions for a solution of this antagonism. The prehistory 
of human society accordingly closes with this social formation.

Frederick Engels, with whom I maintained a constant exchange of ideas by correspondence since the publication of his 
brilliant essay on the critique of economic categories (printed in the Deutsch-Französische Jahrbücher, arrived by 
another road (compare his Lage der arbeitenden Klasse in England) at the same result as I, and when in the spring of 
1845 he too came to live in Brussels, we decided to set forth together our conception as opposed to the ideological one 
of German philosophy, in fact to settle accounts with our former philosophical conscience. The intention was carried out 
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in the form of a critique of post-Hegelian philosophy. The manuscript [The German Ideology], two large octavo 
volumes, had long ago reached the publishers in Westphalia when we were informed that owing to changed 
circumstances it could not be printed. We abandoned the manuscript to the gnawing criticism of the mice all the more 
willingly since we had achieved our main purpose – self-clarification. Of the scattered works in which at that time we 
presented one or another aspect of our views to the public, I shall mention only the Manifesto of the Communist Party, 
jointly written by Engels and myself, and a Discours sur le libre echange, which I myself published. The salient points 
of our conception were first outlined in an academic, although polemical, form in my Misere de la philosophie..., this 
book which was aimed at Proudhon appeared in 1847. The publication of an essay on Wage-Labour [Wage-Labor and 
Capital] written in German in which I combined the lectures I had held on this subject at the German Workers' 
Association in Brussels, was interrupted by the February Revolution and my forcible removal from Belgium in 
consequence.

The publication of the Neue Rheinische Zeitung in 1848 and 1849 and subsequent events cut short my economic 
studies, which I could only resume in London in 1850. The enormous amount of material relating to the history of 
political economy assembled in the British Museum, the fact that London is a convenient vantage point for the 
observation of bourgeois society, and finally the new stage of development which this society seemed to have entered 
with the discovery of gold in California and Australia, induced me to start again from the very beginning and to work 
carefully through the new material. These studies led partly of their own accord to apparently quite remote subjects on 
which I had to spend a certain amount of time. But it was in particular the imperative necessity of earning my living 
which reduced the time at my disposal. My collaboration, continued now for eight years, with the New York Tribune, the 
leading Anglo-American newspaper, necessitated an excessive fragmentation of my studies, for I wrote only 
exceptionally newspaper correspondence in the strict sense. Since a considerable part of my contributions consisted of 
articles dealing with important economic events in Britain and on the continent, I was compelled to become conversant 
with practical detail which, strictly speaking, lie outside the sphere of political economy.

This sketch of the course of my studies in the domain of political economy is intended merely to show that my views – 
no matter how they may be judged and how little they conform to the interested prejudices of the ruling classes – are the 
outcome of conscientious research carried on over many years. At the entrance to science, as at the entrance to hell, the 
demand must be made:

Qui si convien lasciare ogni sospetto
Ogni vilta convien che qui sia morta.

[From Dante, Divina Commedia:
Here must all distrust be left;
All cowardice must here be dead.]

Karl Marx
London, January 1859 
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