
Historical Materialism: A Comprehensive
Guide to Suzanne Kelman's Groundbreaking
Theory
Historical materialism is a Marxist theory that emphasizes the central role
of material conditions in shaping human history and social change.
Developed by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels in the 19th century, historical
materialism has been influential in a wide range of academic disciplines,
including history, sociology, economics, and political science. In recent
years, Suzanne Kelman has emerged as one of the leading proponents of
historical materialism, providing a rigorous and insightful reinterpretation of
the theory for the 21st century.
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Key Concepts of Historical Materialism

At the heart of historical materialism is the idea that the material conditions
of existence, such as the means of production, the relations of production,
and the distribution of resources, are the primary determinants of human
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history and social change. According to this theory, the economic base of
society, which consists of these material conditions, determines the
ideological superstructure, which includes the political, legal, cultural, and
religious institutions and ideas.

One of the key concepts in historical materialism is the dialectical
relationship between the economic base and the ideological superstructure.
According to this theory, the economic base is constantly changing and
developing, and these changes lead to changes in the ideological
superstructure. However, the ideological superstructure can also exert a
reciprocal influence on the economic base, shaping the conditions of
production and the distribution of resources.

Another important concept in historical materialism is the class struggle.
According to this theory, the different classes in society, such as the
bourgeoisie and the proletariat, have different material interests and
therefore engage in a struggle for control over the means of production and
the distribution of resources. This class struggle is a driving force of history
and social change, leading to the overthrow of old social orders and the
establishment of new ones.

Suzanne Kelman's Reinterpretation of Historical Materialism

In her book "Historical Materialism: A Guide to Research," Suzanne Kelman
provides a comprehensive reinterpretation of historical materialism that is
both theoretically rigorous and empirically grounded. Kelman argues that
historical materialism is not simply a deterministic theory that reduces
human history to the material conditions of existence. Rather, she
emphasizes the importance of human agency and the role of ideas and
culture in shaping social change.



Kelman also argues that historical materialism should not be confined to
the study of capitalism. Instead, she maintains that it is a general theory of
social change that can be applied to any society, past or present. Kelman's
reinterpretation of historical materialism has made the theory more relevant
and accessible to a wider range of scholars and students.

Applications of Historical Materialism

Historical materialism has been used to explain a wide range of historical
phenomena, including the rise of capitalism, the French Revolution, and the
Russian Revolution. The theory has also been used to analyze
contemporary social problems, such as income inequality, environmental
degradation, and the rise of authoritarianism.

One of the key applications of historical materialism is to understand the
relationship between economic and political power. According to this theory,
the economic base of society determines the political superstructure, which
means that the ruling class in a capitalist society will use its economic
power to maintain its political power. This theory has been used to explain
the persistence of income inequality and the lack of political representation
for the working class in many societies.

Another important application of historical materialism is to understand the
role of ideas and culture in social change. According to this theory, the
ideological superstructure can exert a reciprocal influence on the economic
base, shaping the conditions of production and the distribution of
resources. This theory has been used to explain how ideas and culture can
inspire social movements and lead to revolutionary change.

Implications of Historical Materialism



Historical materialism has a number of implications for the study of history
and social change. First, it emphasizes the importance of material
conditions in shaping human history. This means that historians and social
scientists need to pay attention to the economic base of society in order to
understand the causes of social change.

Second, historical materialism emphasizes the role of class struggle in
driving history. This means that historians and social scientists need to pay
attention to the different class interests in society in order to understand the
causes of social conflict and change.

Third, historical materialism emphasizes the importance of human agency
in shaping history. This means that historians and social scientists need to
pay attention to the role of individual and collective action in bringing about
social change.

Historical materialism is a powerful theory that has been used to explain a
wide range of historical phenomena. Suzanne Kelman's reinterpretation of
the theory has made it more relevant and accessible to a wider range of
scholars and students. Historical materialism is a valuable tool for
understanding the causes of social change and for developing strategies
for a more just and equitable future.
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