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INTRODUCTION

Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels drove a fundamental intellectual change in the nineteenth
century as utopian socialist theory gave way to the scientific framework of historical materialism.
Though intellectuals like Ranke, Acton, and Mommsen dominated the empiricist school of
historiography—which concentrated mostly on political and administrative history—it neglected the
structural and economic factors influencing societies. Rising as a response to this limited perspective,
classical Marxism aimed to position history within the framework of material circumstances and class
conflict, contending that the interplay of productive forces and relations of production essentially drove
human history. European opinion has long been predicated on the idea of socialism as a reaction to
economic injustice. Early groups advocating political and economic equality but without a methodical
theoretical basis were the Levellers in seventeenth-century England and the extreme Jacobins during
the French Revolution. Though it remained anchored in an idealistic framework, removed from
historical investigation, Thomas More's Utopia (1516) presented an early picture of an equal society.
Likewise, socialist intellectuals such as Owen, Fourier, and Saint-Simon criticised the disparities of
capitalism but lacked a cogent philosophy of social change. Often called "utopian socialists," these
intellectuals promoted alternative social and economic systems but could not prove the historical
significance of class conflict. Marx and Engels discounted their dependence on kind leaders or group
experiments as naive, unable to understand the systemic exploitation ingrained in capitalist production.*

Marx's basic divergence from utopian socialism was his argument that, rather than moral
exhortation, socialism ought to be based on scientific analysis. Marx and Engels disapproved of the
voluntarist theories of people like as Wilhelm Weitling, whose appeals to workers were based on
emotional and religious rhetoric rather than a knowledge of practical reality, in The German Ideology
(1845-46). Marx challenged Weitling's dependence on populist agitation at a conference in Brussels,
writing "an empty and dishonest game at playing preacher," contending that socialism needed a
scientific basis rather than moralistic appeals. Marx claimed that socialism could only develop from the
conflicts inherent in capitalism itself, whereas utopian socialists aimed to force their ideas onto history,
therefore reflecting the basic contrast between Marx's materialism and prior socialist theory.? Marx's
Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts (1844) offered his first methodical study of alienation,
pointing out how estranging people from their labour, goods, and social contacts degraded them in terms
of capitalist production. His subsequent criticism of political economics, which resulted in Capital
(1867), sprang from the foundation this study set. Marx's materialist view of history claimed that
economic foundation structures defined political and ideological superstructures, unlike the abstract
ideas of liberty, fraternity, and equality supported by Enlightenment intellectuals and revolutionary
democrats. As a result, he saw the bourgeois revolutions as phases in an always shifting class conflict
rather than as turning events in history.

Marx's perspective that political rights by themselves could not bring about real liberation was
strengthened by the failure of the French Revolution to create true popular sovereignty as well as the
terrible disparities created by industrial capitalism. The Jacobin Reign of Terror experience showed that
extreme political actions apart from economic development could not maintain equitable results.
Likewise, the emergence of industrial capitalism aggravated rather than lessened exploitation. Marx's
stress on spotting the laws controlling historical development rather than depending on moral reasons
for socialism was informed by this historical setting.®

Marx and Engels were actively developing a scientific method to socialism by the middle of
the nineteenth century, one based on an awareness of history as a sequence of historical forms of
production each marked by inherent conflicts. For them, capitalism was not only an exploitative system
but also a historically required phase that produced the circumstances for its own collapse. Class
struggle resulting from the conflicts between the forces and relations of production would surely result
in the downfall of bourgeois rule and the creation of a society free of classes. Emphasising not the
intentions of people but the structural factors influencing social evolution, this historical materialist
viewpoint distinguishes Marxist historiography from earlier views of history.*
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Classical Marxist theory on history therefore became a direct challenge to utopian socialism as
well as empirical historiography. It presented history as a dynamic process motivated by material
circumstances and class conflict, therefore rejecting the idea of it as a simple record of events or a
battlefield of great persons. Marx claimed that objective laws controlled historical change, unlike
previous socialist philosophers who depended on moral appeals, therefore rendering revolution not a
matter of ethical choice but a need mandated by historical progress. Among the most important
conceptual changes in contemporary history is still this one from utopian idealism to scientific
socialism.

Research Objectives

The objective of this study is to analyse the evolution of socialist thought from utopian ideals
to Marxist scientific socialism, highlighting the role of historical materialism in shaping historiography.
It examines Marx’s critique of capitalism, class struggle, and alienation while exploring his engagement
with contemporary history and the subsequent debates that expanded classical Marxist theory.

Methodology

The study employs a qualitative methodology based on historical analysis and textual
interpretation. It critically examines primary sources, including Marx and Engels' writings, alongside
secondary literature on Marxist historiography. By tracing the evolution of Marxist thought, the study
contextualizes its theoretical development within historical events and debates, emphasizing the shift
from utopian socialism to scientific socialism.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION
Marx’s Theoretical Development

Marx's changing theories had to be seen amid the larger socioeconomic changes of the
nineteenth century, especially the Industrial Revolution (1760-1860) in England, which fundamentally
changed production and consolidated capitalist dominance. Marx aimed to provide a scientific study of
the historical development and problems of capitalism, unlike previous socialist theorists who
responded to its excesses by moralistic objections. From the idea of alienation to a methodical criticism
of political economics, his writings—from The Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts (1844) to
Capital (1867) culminate in the theory of surplus value and capitalist crises.®

Marx's early works—especially the Paris Manuscripts—formed the basis for his theory of
alienation. Under capitalism, he saw three elements of alienation: (1) the estrangement of the worker
from the product of their activity; (2) the alienation from the working process itself; and (3) the
fragmentation of human connections resulting from the commercialisation of social life. Marx strove to
explain these situations as structural results of capitalist production, unlike utopian socialists who just
lamented them. His criticism sprang from historical materialism, the theory according to which social
structures develop via class conflict from the relations of production.

Marx had gone beyond philosophical criticisms of alienation to a more specific study of class
struggle as the motor of historical change by the time of The German Ideology (1845), co-authored with
Engels. Arguing that earlier theories missed the dialectical connection between human behaviour and
material circumstances, the book questions both Hegelian idealism and Feuerbach's materialism.
Feuerbach rejected idealism but still saw people as passive consumers of their surroundings rather than
active players influencing history. Marx’'s well-known Theses on Feuerbach (1845) capture this
departure; the eleventh argument states, "The philosophers have only interpreted the world, in various
ways; the point, however, is to change it." Marx's later work was grounded on this change from passive
thought to revolutionary practice.®

Published in 1848, The Communist Manifesto was a turning point in Marx's ideas because it
presented history as a sequence of class conflicts with capitalism as the most recent but not last stage
of this process. The manifesto described how the growth and contradictions of capitalism will ultimately
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bring to its collapse and replacement by a proletariat revolution. Unlike prior revolutionary movements,
especially those inspired by utopian socialism, the communist movement was to be based on scientific
analysis rather than moral appeals. The demand of the manifesto for the dictatorship of the proletariat
was not a cry for tyranny but rather a realisation that, if class divisions were eliminated, the state would
just fade away because to class hostility. Marx's interactions with political economics were more
intense in the 1850s, leading to Capital (1867) and A Contribution to the Critique of Political economics
(1859). In these writings, he formalised his materialist view of history, contending that society's political
and ideological superstructure is shaped by its economic foundation. His famous formulation states:

“In the social production of their life, men enter into definite relations that are indispensable
and independent of their will; these relations of production correspond to a definite stage of
development of their material forces of production.”

This debate set the stage for seeing capitalism as a historical phase destined to be replaced rather than
as an everlasting system. Marx proposed in Capital the idea of surplus value as the secret to capitalist
exploitation. He showed that whereas work generates value, salaries hardly cover a part of this value;
the excess taken by capitalists is profit. Periodic crises, technical development, and capital accumulation
follow from this unrelenting quest of profit. Identified as natural conflicts that would eventually
undermine the system were the inclination of the rate of profit to drop and the problem of
overproduction—where products are created beyond the buying power of the working class. Marx
thought capitalism was historically dependent, unlike Ricardo who saw it as an inevitable natural order.
He showed that the conflicts of capitalism will bring to its collapse by combining Hegelian dialectics
with economic research. Not accidental defects, but rather basic trends of the system, were the rising
centralisation of capital—epitomized in the dictum "one capitalist always kills many"—and the
increasing suffering of the working class. As capitalism developed, it would provide the exact
circumstances for its negation, so socialist transition would be both essential and unavoidable.’

Marx's conceptual path—from the idea of alienation to the criticism of surplus value—was
therefore not a straight line progression but a dialectical synthesis of philosophy, history, and
economics. Different from both his contemporaries and forebears, he rejected utopian socialism,
criticised idealism, and insisted on scientific socialism. Marx saw actual forces and class conflicts
driving history, not abstract ideals or moral ambitions. Therefore, his legacy goes beyond his criticism
of capitalism to include his proof that objective historical laws control social development, therefore
transforming revolution from a utopian fantasy into a historical necessity.®

Marx’s Engagement with Contemporary History: Theory and Praxis

Marx’s historical analysis was not confined to theoretical abstraction; his engagement with
contemporary events shaped and refined his understanding of historical change. His involvement in the
Communist League (1847) and authorship of The Communist Manifesto (1848) were direct
interventions in revolutionary movements. Later, his role in the First International (1864) further
demonstrated his commitment to applying historical materialism to real-world struggles. However, his
analyses of political developments in different regions—ranging from Europe to Asia and North
America—reveal the complexities and contradictions of his approach. While he insisted on the primacy
of economic forces in shaping historical transitions, his assessments of specific events sometimes
deviated from rigid determinism, allowing for political contingencies and strategic considerations.®

One of Marx’s most sophisticated historical analyses was The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis
Bonaparte (1852), where he dissected the failure of the French Revolution of 1848 and the rise of
Napoleon I11. Unlike the linear model of class struggle outlined in The Communist Manifesto, Marx
recognized the fluidity of class alliances and the role of political manoeuvring. In this case, the French
bourgeoisie had lost its revolutionary momentum, the proletariat was not yet prepared for power, and
Bonaparte manipulated class contradictions to consolidate his rule. This work underscored Marx’s
growing awareness that historical development was not always a straightforward progression from
feudalism to capitalism to socialism but could involve deviations and reversals.
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Marx’s analysis of the Paris Commune (1871) further reflected his evolving historical
perspective. While the Commune did not fit his theory of revolution—since it was not driven by the
contradictions between productive forces and production relations—he still hailed it as a prototype of
proletarian governance. He emphasized its decentralized structure, direct democracy, and working-class
leadership as models for future socialist revolutions. This shift indicated that, despite his materialist
framework, Marx acknowledged the political and organizational dimensions of revolutionary struggles
as equally crucial.*®

Marx’s writings on non-European societies, however, expose the Eurocentric limitations of his
early thought. His discussions of the Asiatic mode of production were heavily influenced by British
imperialist narratives, which portrayed India and China as stagnant societies incapable of internal
progress. In The New-York Daily Tribune articles, he argued that British colonialism, despite its
brutality, was a historical necessity that would ultimately introduce capitalist development and lay the
groundwork for socialist transformation in India. His stance suggested that the forced integration of
colonized nations into the global capitalist system would set the stage for future revolutions, provided
that socialist movements in imperialist countries also succeeded. However, this deterministic outlook
overlooked indigenous resistance and alternative paths of development.!!

Similarly, Marx’s interpretation of the American Civil War (1861-65) framed it as a struggle
between two economic systems: slavery and free labour. He unequivocally supported the North,
viewing it as a progressive force that would eliminate the backward slave economy and expand
capitalism, thereby accelerating the historical process. However, his analysis did not account for the
complexities of southern resistance, particularly the role of small landowners who were not part of the
plantation economy but still opposed northern dominance. This omission illustrates how Marx’s
commitment to broad historical patterns sometimes led him to downplay localized struggles and
political agency outside his class-based framework.

Towards the end of his life, Marx showed signs of rethinking some of his earlier assumptions.
His later inquiries into Russian agrarian structures and communal landholding practices suggest that he
was considering the possibility of alternative paths to socialism that did not necessarily follow the
Western European model of capitalist development. This shift, though never fully developed into a new
theoretical framework, indicates that Marx was willing to revise his ideas in response to empirical
realities.'?

Ultimately, Marx’s engagement with contemporary history reveals the strengths and limitations
of his materialist approach. While his emphasis on economic structures and class struggle provided a
powerful explanatory framework, his Eurocentrism and deterministic tendencies sometimes constrained
his analysis of non-European societies. His later revisions suggest an awareness of these limitations,
but they remain an unresolved aspect of his legacy. Thus, Marx’s historical thought was not a rigid
doctrine but an evolving project, shaped by the very historical forces he sought to understand.

The Evolution and Debates of Classical Marxism

Classical Marxism, as formulated by Marx and Engels, presents a comprehensive framework
for understanding historical transformation through class struggle and economic contradictions.
However, the interpretation and application of this theory have been far from uniform, leading to
significant debates within the Marxist tradition. The divergence between theoretical principles and
historical realities has shaped various strands of socialist thought, particularly in response to
capitalism’s evolution, imperialism, and revolutionary strategy.*?

Marx’s dialectical materialism rejected both the idealism of Hegel and the mechanistic
materialism of the Enlightenment. He emphasized that human consciousness is shaped by material
conditions but also acknowledged the role of human agency in transforming these conditions. The
economic structure of society—comprising productive forces and production relations—determines
social institutions, laws, and ideologies. However, when production relations become a fetter on the
development of productive forces, revolutionary change becomes historically necessary. Marx’s
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assertion that “no social order ever disappears before all the productive forces for which there is room
in it have developed” underscores his view that revolutionary transformation is contingent upon
material conditions, not merely political will.*

The interpretation of this principle became a major point of contention within the Marxist
movement, particularly regarding the timing and nature of socialist revolutions. The Second
International, founded in 1889, initially adhered to Marx’s belief that capitalist contradictions would
inevitably lead to its collapse, making socialism the logical successor. However, figures like Eduard
Bernstein and Karl Kautsky diverged from classical Marxist orthodoxy. Bernstein, advocating for a
gradual transition to socialism through parliamentary means, questioned the inevitability of capitalist
crises and the increasing impoverishment of the proletariat. Kautsky, while maintaining a commitment
to class struggle, viewed capitalism’s collapse as an evolutionary process rather than a revolutionary
rupture. Their positions were criticized as “revisionist,” as they downplayed the necessity of proletarian
revolution in favour of legal reforms.®

The Russian Revolution of 1917 further complicated the classical Marxist framework.
According to historical materialism, socialism was expected to emerge in highly industrialized capitalist
societies where the working class was fully developed. Russia, however, was a predominantly agrarian
society with an underdeveloped proletariat. Lenin, acknowledging the weakness of the Russian
bourgeoisie, argued that the working class, allied with the peasantry, had to take state power. His theory
of the “vanguard party”—a centralized revolutionary organization leading the proletariat—stood in
contrast to the more spontaneous, mass-driven model of revolution advocated by Rosa Luxemburg and
Leon Trotsky. Luxemburg criticized Lenin’s emphasis on party discipline, arguing that socialist
consciousness must develop organically through workers’ struggles. Trotsky, in turn, proposed the
theory of “permanent revolution,” asserting that socialist transformation in Russia could only succeed
if it sparked revolutions in advanced capitalist countries.

Lenin’s analysis of imperialism as the highest stage of capitalism added another dimension to
Marxist theory. He argued that capitalism had entered a phase where monopolies and finance capital
dominated, leading to the division of the world among imperialist powers. This global expansion
postponed capitalist crises by exploiting colonial economies, contradicting the idea that capitalism
would collapse under its internal contradictions alone. Kautsky, however, viewed imperialism as a
policy choice rather than a structural necessity, suggesting that capitalist states could coexist peacefully
without necessarily resorting to war. This debate foreshadowed later discussions in dependency theory
and world-systems analysis, which examined the persistence of global economic inequalities.’

The eventual collapse of Soviet communism and the rise of market-oriented socialism in China
posed further challenges to classical Marxism. While Marx predicted that capitalism’s contradictions
would lead to its overthrow, socialist revolutions often emerged in agrarian societies rather than
industrialized ones. Moreover, China’s transformation under Deng Xiaoping demonstrated the
possibility of integrating market mechanisms within a socialist framework, challenging traditional
Marxist assumptions about state control over production.®

Marx himself, in his later years, reconsidered some of his earlier deterministic formulations.
His studies of Russian peasant communes suggested that socialism might not necessarily require a
capitalist stage of development, indicating a more flexible approach to historical transformation. This
recognition of diverse paths to socialism stands in contrast to the rigid stage-based progression often
attributed to Marxism. Ultimately, the legacy of classical Marxism remains an ongoing debate rather
than a fixed doctrine. While its foundational principles—class struggle, historical materialism, and the
critique of capitalism—continue to inform socialist movements, their application has been shaped by
historical contingencies. The tension between structure and agency, between economic determinism
and revolutionary strategy, defines the evolution of Marxist thought, making it a dynamic and contested
tradition rather than a monolithic ideology.®

CONCLUSION
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Marxist historiography, rather than being a rigid framework, has demonstrated a remarkable
capacity for adaptation and reinterpretation in response to historical developments. Far from being a
deterministic model, classical Marxism offers a methodological approach that allows for critical
engagement with historical processes, social structures, and economic transformations. Marx’s own
writings, from The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte to his late ethnological studies, reveal an
acute awareness of the complexities of historical change and the need to account for diverse trajectories
beyond a singular, linear progression. The evolution of capitalism, the rise and fall of socialist
movements, and the persistence of class struggle in various forms have necessitated continuous
reassessments of Marxist historical analysis. While certain predictions of classical Marxism may not
have materialized as expected, its dialectical method remains invaluable for understanding the
interconnectedness of economic, political, and cultural forces in shaping history. Ultimately, the
strength of Marxist historiography lies not in its ability to forecast an inevitable future but in its critical
and analytical rigor, which continues to influence historical inquiry across disciplines.
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